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Introduction 

In September 2020, the Administration on Disabilities (AoD) within the Administration for 
Community Living (ACL)1 awarded the Lewin Group2 and TASH3 (Lewin/TASH) a five-year 
contract (#75P00120R00161) to support the establishment of the Disability Employment Technical 
Assistance Center (referred to as the “Center”). The Center will provide evidence-based technical 
assistance (TA) to the following AoD grantees: federally-funded Centers for Independent Living 
(CIL);4 State Councils on Developmental Disabilities (Councils);5 University Centers for 
Excellence in Developmental Disabilities in Education, Research, and Services (UCEDD);6 State 
Protection and Advocacy Systems (P&A);7 and the Traumatic Brain Injury State Partnership 
Programs (TBI Program).8 The Center will offer tools, skills, and strategies for AoD grantees 
interested in promoting systems change focused on improving the employment outcomes and 
economic advancement of individuals with disabilities. 

Prior to initiating comprehensive TA for AoD grantees, Lewin/TASH (also known as the “project 
team”) conducted an environmental landscape assessment to identify challenges that impede 
grantees’ ability to improve employment and economic outcomes of the people they support; 
innovative, replicable, and sustainable strategies and models currently implemented in the field; 
and gaps in knowledge or technical resources that could support the development of AoD grantee 
staff. The following report outlines the findings of the project team during the four-month 
landscape assessment, which will guide the Center’s TA focus and design. 

The Center’s project team believes that AoD grantees can have a pivotal role in promoting 
competitive, integrated employment (CIE) and economic advancement of individuals with 
disabilities through several avenues, including but not limited to: 

 Pursuing new research that tests and validates strategies for promoting CIE and the 
economic advancement of individuals with disabilities. 

 Creating innovative systems change models through the identification of promising 
practices and trainings for providers, families, direct support professionals, and employers. 

 Developing and advocating for new policies at the local, state, and federal level that 
dismantle barriers to CIE for individuals with disabilities. 

 Providing legal services to fight for the civil rights of individuals with disabilities when 
they experience discrimination in the workplace or while receiving services related to 
education and employment. 

                                                 
1 The ACL website homepage is located at: www.acl.gov. 
2 The Lewin Group’s website homepage can be found at: http://www.lewin.com/. 
3 TASH’s website homepage can be found at: http://www.tash.org. 
4 The CIL page on ACL’s website is located at: https://acl.gov/programs/aging-and-disability-networks/centers-independent-living. 
5 The Council page on ACL’s website is located at:  
https://acl.gov/programs/aging-and-disability-networks/state-councils-developmental-disabilities. 
6 The UCEDD page on ACL’s website is located at:  
https://acl.gov/programs/aging-and-disability-networks/national-network-university. 
7 The P&A page on ACL’s website is located at:  
https://acl.gov/programs/aging-and-disability-networks/state-protection-advocacy-systems. 
8 The TBI Program page on ACL’s website is located at: https://acl.gov/programs/post-injury-support/traumatic-brain-injury-tbi. 
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 Providing direct services that support individuals with disabilities with career planning, 
job search and development, and ongoing job-coaching and mentoring. 

Purpose of Center 

The Center will build and strengthen the capacity of the AoD grantees to improve CIE and 
economic outcomes for individuals with disabilities across the nation. Specifically, the Center will 
focus on three key areas of capacity-building: 

 Systems Change: Advance change at a systems-level through research, policy reform, 
coalition building, and advocacy to expand the roles and opportunities of AoD grantees. 

 Innovation: Identify, validate, and scale innovative practices and models for supporting 
individuals with disabilities seeking employment. 

 Collaboration: Leverage the unique talents and contributions of the AoD grantee network 
through strategic partnership development that leads to substantial improvements in CIE 
and economic advancement outcomes at an individual and systems-level. 

Objectives of the Landscape Assessment 

The landscape assessment focused on the following objectives: 

 Ascertain the strengths and 
opportunities of various AoD 
grantees related to impacting CIE 
outcomes for individuals with 
disabilities from AoD grantees, 
users of services provided by AoD 
grantees, and external partners. 

 Explore challenges and barriers in 
policy, payment, and practice that 
impede the ability of AoD grantees 
to focus on and promote 
improvements in CIE outcomes for 
individuals with disabilities at the local, state, and federal levels of government. 

 Identify innovative models of collaboration among differing AoD grantees and/or with 
outside stakeholders (e.g., employers, service providers, education systems, Medicaid, 
Vocational Rehabilitation (VR), workforce systems, advocacy organizations, and families) 
that are focused on improving CIE outcomes for individuals with disabilities. Models of 
notable interest include but are not limited to: 

• New approaches to job creation, development, and sustainability in the current 
era of the COVID-19 public health emergency (PHE). 

• Examples of aligning systems and streamlining services at the individual level to 
create solutions (e.g., braiding of resources, coordination of eligibility 
requirements and referrals, consolidation of case management activities across 
systems). 
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• Strategies to expand focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion that prioritize 
people of color in accessing services and supports related to employment and 
economic advancement. 

• Tactics for expanding self-direction to empower individuals with disabilities to 
control their own destinies in garnering employment and optimal self-
sufficiency. 

 Disseminate and bring to scale evidence-based practices to improve CIE outcomes and 
address the underlying causes of chronic poverty among persons with disabilities and their 
families.  

• Identify needs of providers to inform capacity-building and comprehensive 
funding efforts. 

 Identify gaps and common themes of interest to inform the design and structure of the 
Center’s TA strategy offerings outlined in the five-year strategic plan. 

 Collect baseline data to inform the evaluation of the Center that will assess progress and 
outcomes achieved by AoD grantees that have received TA. 

Methodology 

The Center’s project team deployed several qualitative and quantitative methodological tactics to 
inform the landscape assessment as detailed in this section. 

Quantitative Methods 

The Center’s project team conducted a thorough review of available quantitative data, including 
but not limited to: 

 Previously collected data about employment and economic status for individuals with 
disabilities from other federal agencies, including the United States. Department of 
Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP)9 and the Employment Training 
Administration (ETA);10 United States Department of Education’s Office of Special 
Education & Rehabilitation Services (OSERS)11 and Office of Post-Secondary Education 
(PSE);12 Social Security Administration (SSA);13 and Centers for Medicare & Medicaid 
Services (CMS).14 

 Publicly available research and data systems funded wholly or partially by ACL, including 
employment outcome data of individuals with disabilities, such as: 

                                                 
9 The United States Department of Labor’s webpage for the Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) is located at: 
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/odep. 
10 The United States Department of Labor’s webpage for the Employment and Training Administration (ETA) is located at: 
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta. 
11 The United States Department of Education’s webpage for the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services (OSERS) 
is located at: https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/index.html. 
12 The United States Department of Education’s webpage for the Office of Post-Secondary Education (OPE) is located at: 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/index.html.  
13 The Social Security Administration’s (SSA) homepage is located at: www.ssa.gov.  
14 The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services’ (CMS) homepage is located at: www.cms.gov.  

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/odep
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/index.html
http://www.ssa.gov/
http://www.cms.gov/
http://www.cms.gov/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/odep
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/index.html
http://www.ssa.gov/
http://www.cms.gov/
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• StateData.info15 managed by the University of Massachusetts-Boston’s Institute 
for Community Inclusion;16 

• Annual findings from State of the States17 project managed by the University of 
Colorado’s Coleman Institute for Cognitive Disabilities;18 

• Aging, Independence, and Disability (AGID) Program Data Portal via ACL;19 

• National Information and Reporting System (NIRS) managed by the Association 
of University Centers on Disabilities (AUCD);20 

• Independent Living Research Utilization (ILRU);21 and 

• National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation 
Research (NIDILRR) Program Database.22 

• Reported data related to current CIE and economic advancement efforts from 
other national, non-AoD TA Centers, such as ODEP’s Data and Resources to 
Inspire a Vision of Employment (DRIVE) portal.23 

 Review of grantee-specific data submitted internally to ACL, including: 

• Data from past performance reports (PPRs), grantee strategic plans, and other 
reports/summaries submitted by grantees to AoD/ACL; and 

• Summary data available via databases of ACL national TA partners. 

Unfortunately, the availability of relevant quantitative data across AoD grantees was limited. For 
data related to CILs, one of the challenges in data collection and reporting stems from the lack of 
connectivity between the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA), where the Office of 
Independent Living Programs was originally housed, and the Administration for Community 
Living (ACL), which houses the Office of Independent Living today. Inconsistencies in policy 
guidance, data collection and reporting requirements, and vision for the program at a federal level 
has led to CILs developing and operating differently, challenges pursuing various funding streams 
to support programmatic goals, and difficulties in relationships with state government agencies. 
Although standards and assurances, along with the PPR requirements, exist, there is a lack of 
consistency in direction and compliance with data and outcome reporting. Funding formulas and 
geographic limitations further complicate the underreporting. 

                                                 
15 The University of Massachusetts-Boston Institute for Community Inclusion’s website for the StateData portal is located at: 
https://www.statedata.info/.  
16 The website homepage for the Institute for Community Inclusion at the University of Massachusetts-Boston is located at: 
https://beta.communityinclusion.org/.  
17 The website homepage for the State of the States project is located at: www.stateofthestates.org.  
18 The website homepage for the Coleman Institute for Cognitive Disabilities is located at: https://www.colemaninstitute.org/vision/. 
19 The website homepage for the AGID Program Data Portal is located at: https://agid.acl.gov/. 
20 The website homepage for NIRS is located at: https://www.aucd.org/template/page.cfm?id=452. 
21 The website homepage for the ILRU is located at: https://www.ilru.org/. 
22 The NILIDRR page on ACL’s website is located at:  
https://acl.gov/about-acl/about-national-institute-disability-independent-living-and-rehabilitation-research. 
23 ODEP’s website for the DRIVE is located at: http://drivedisabilityemployment.org/. 

https://www.statedata.info/
https://beta.communityinclusion.org/
https://beta.communityinclusion.org/
https://d.docs.live.net/f6cc1eb874893aec/Documents/Aneres%20Strategies/TASH/Grants/AOD%20Employment%20TA%20Center/Landscape%20Assessment/stateofthestates.org
https://www.colemaninstitute.org/vision/
https://agid.acl.gov/
https://www.aucd.org/template/page.cfm?id=452
https://www.ilru.org/
https://acl.gov/about-acl/about-national-institute-disability-independent-living-and-rehabilitation-research
https://acl.gov/about-acl/about-national-institute-disability-independent-living-and-rehabilitation-research
http://drivedisabilityemployment.org/
http://drivedisabilityemployment.org/
https://www.statedata.info/
https://beta.communityinclusion.org/
http://www.stateofthestates.org/
https://www.colemaninstitute.org/vision/
https://agid.acl.gov/
https://www.aucd.org/template/page.cfm?id=452
https://www.ilru.org/
https://acl.gov/about-acl/about-national-institute-disability-independent-living-and-rehabilitation-research
http://drivedisabilityemployment.org/
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The Center’s project team provided additional information about quantitative analysis and findings 
by grantee type in Appendices I-V. 

Qualitative Methods 

Due to the limited quantitative data on the status of AoD grantees’ efforts related to employment 
and economic advancement of individuals with disabilities, the project team conducted several 
qualitative research activities to learn about the front-line experiences of AoD grantees related to 
employment. These qualitative activities included: 

 Literature Review: The project team conducted a cursory literature review on the 
following topics: 

• Evidence-based practices (e.g., customized employment, supported employment, 
Individual Placement and Support (IPS) model-supported employment, asset 
development, and financial capability). 

• Innovative models and strategies facilitated by individual AoD grantees. 

• Special topics regarding AoD grantees’ engagement in: 
 Promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion. 
 Assisting individuals with disabilities to safely seek and maintain 

employment during the COVID-19 PHE and economic downturn. 
 Promoting self-direction as a key strategy for helping individuals with 

disabilities design their career pathways. 
 Linking employment and other social determinants of health to address 

the underlying causes of poverty among the disability population. 
 One-on-One Interviews: The project team conducted 12 interviews with subject matter 

experts (SMEs) as well as AoD program officers, national partners, and grantee leaders. 
 Focus Groups: The project team conducted 17 focus groups in three phases, including:  

• Phase 1: Initial information gathering with AoD program teams, national TA 
partners, and SMEs. 

• Phase 2: Discussions with AoD grantees by type. 

• Phase 3: Focus groups of individuals with lived experience who have used AoD 
grantee services or have engaged with one or more AoD grantee at a state or 
local level. 

Review of Materials 

To help inform the direction and priorities of the Center, the Center established an AoD Grantee 
Representative Work Group (Work Group) comprised of leaders across the AoD’s grantees and 
individuals with lived experience. The Work Group provides guidance on the direction, goals, and 
anticipated outcomes of the Center’s technical assistance offerings. The Work Group has been 
actively engaged in reviewing this landscape assessment and offering critical feedback on the 
strengths and challenges faced by the various AoD grantees in terms of supporting people to 
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achieve CIE. In April 2021, the TA Center’s project team received feedback on a draft of the 
Landscape Assessment and appendices. 

Overview of Findings and Trends Across the AoD Network 

The culmination of the described research 
activities identified several trends across the 
AoD grantee network that will inform 
general TA provided for all interested AoD 
grantees in the future. This section provides 
key themes and findings identified across 
AoD grantees, along with challenges and 
opportunities for grantees in effectuating 
improved CIE and economic outcomes of 
individuals with disabilities at an individual 
or systems-level. The project team included 
additional information on grantee type-
specific findings in Appendices I-V. 

Findings & Key Themes 

The project team identified five key themes across AoD grantees as shown in the call-out box. 

Findings relevant to each of these themes are detailed in the following sections. 

Employment and Financial Independence as Goals of Self-Advocates 
During conversations with AoD grantees and self-advocates, the project team heard a common 
theme expressed related to significant interest for grantees to further support CIE goals. For 
example, federally-funded CIL interviewees noted employment as one of the top three areas on 

                                                 
24 Intersectionality is defined as the experience of oppression and discrimination due to overlapping social identities. Theorist 
Kimberlé Crenshaw first created the concept in relation to the experiences of oppression faced by black women that was not 
encompassed by solely racism and sexism. In the case of individuals with disabilities, intersectionality refers to the experiences of 
oppression between one’s disability status and other identity markers, such as race, ethnicity, sexuality, and immigration status. 

• Employment and Financial Independence as Goals of Self-Advocates: Individuals with disabilities 
interviewed expressed a high demand and interest for AoD grantees to further support CIE goals. 

• Challenges and Opportunities due to the COVID-19 PHE: The COVID-19 PHE has created challenges – 
and opportunities – related to employment options for individuals with disabilities. 

• Growing Demands for Technological Innovations Related to Employment: There is a growing 
demand for accessible technology innovations and solutions to develop and sustain work 
opportunities for individuals with disabilities. 

• Cultural Competency, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion: The issue of intersectionality24 among disability 
and other marginalized identities is a key area of focus for many AoD grantees especially given that 
cultural competency, diversity, equity, and inclusion have historically received limited priority. 

• Knowledge Translation and Diffusion among AoD Grantees: AoD grantees have a strong desire for 
knowledge translation and implementation of promising practices with regards to supporting 
employment. 
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which individuals seeking support from grantees wish to focus. TBI Program interviewees also 
conveyed concerns about growing unmet demands regarding addressing social determinants of 
health. Within the list of social determinants of health, TBI grantees noted employment as the most 
prominent concern. Additionally, several P&A interviewees spoke about the high volume of 
requests for legal assistance on employment-related cases. From a higher systems level 
perspective, UCEDD and Council interviewees reported receiving many recommendations to 
support research and public policy initiatives related to building the capacity of employers and 
providers to support individuals with disabilities in seeking and sustaining CIE. 

The project team’s various conversations with AoD grantees, leadership, and national partners 
identified two important realities: 

 Individuals with disabilities strongly desire opportunities, guidance and coaching, and 
support around career exploration and CIE, as well as financial security and optimal 
independence. 

 While some AoD grantees have invested in employment as a key priority for their 
organization and are clear leaders in developing innovative, practical, and replicable 
models and strategies, the majority of AoD grantees typically have limited expertise, 
bandwidth, or dedicated resources to 
effectively address the growing demand 
for employment supports or promote 
systems change to promote enhanced 
CIE opportunities. 

Challenges and Opportunities due to 
the COVID-19 Public Health 
Emergency 

During the COVID-19 PHE and the economic 
downturn, millions of Americans have lost 
their jobs and/or have had to make tough 
decisions about risking their own safety to continue to work as an essential worker, which 
includes daily interaction with many members of the public. Since March 2020, 1 in 5 workers 
with disabilities (or an estimated 1 million workers) have been dismissed from employment, 
compared with 1 in 7 workers in the general population, according to the United States Bureau of 
Labor Statistics.25 Additionally, a survey conducted by the National Organization on Disabilities 
(NOD) of 200 organizations that collectively employ 8.7 million people found that the road back 
to employment may be difficult for laid-off workers with disabilities, as many companies lack 
disability-inclusive cultures.26 The survey also found that many employers do not have adequate 
accommodation processes and few hiring managers receive disability training to effectively 
onboard new employees. 

                                                 
25 Bureau of Labor Statistics, United States Department of Labor. (2021) News Release: The Employment Situation (January 2021). 
Retrieved from: https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf.  
26 National Organization on Disabilities. (2020). Survey of 200 Businesses Show Decline in Disability Employment during COVID. 
Retrieved from: https://www.nod.org/resources/data/. 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf
https://www.nod.org/resources/data/
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While there has been a decrease in available jobs and many lay-offs for individuals with 
disabilities working for small businesses or non-profit entities, many workers with disabilities on 
the front lines have retained their employment, but at a cost. Most essential jobs are considered 
high-risk and require workers with disabilities to have the training needed to take significant 
health precautions both at home and the workplace. Additionally, individuals with disabilities 
must have strong self-advocacy tools, including learning about specific questions to ask their 
employers and advocating for themselves if they feel their employer is not implementing 
appropriate safety measures. 

Unfortunately, most AoD grantees interviewed noted that although they have converted all training 
and supports into a virtual format during the COVID-19 pandemic, the grantees have seen a 
decline in individuals with disabilities accessing courses, trainings, and workshops on soft skills 
development and employment readiness. This may be due to the critical need for in-person 
engagement and interaction to thrive in a learning process, as well as the lack of technological 
resources that low-income individuals and families may not have access to. 

The COVID-19 PHE has, however, created some new pathways to employment for individuals 
with disabilities. The shift of many industries to 100% virtual telework has allowed many 
individuals with disabilities to work from the comfort of their home where they have adequate 
accommodations. For individuals with disabilities who face challenges with highly congested 
group settings, working from home may also have benefitted them greatly. The COVID-19 PHE 
has also created new positions, such as telework opportunities in website retail, information 
technology (IT) work, and telemarketing for which individuals with disabilities are potentially 
uniquely positioned depending on their skill set. Despite the potential employment opportunities 
virtual work has created for certain people with disabilities, working at home is only available to 
those who have broadband internet in their neighborhoods, access to technology, a computer or 
tablet at home, the skills to use the devices, and as needed, a job coach or counselor knowledgeable 
in adaptive devices. This may present challenges especially for individuals with disabilities who 
are living below the federal poverty level. 

Additionally, state governments are reaching out to AoD grantees to learn about innovative models 
for service delivery that are individualized and integrated in the community, largely due to the 
additional risks individuals with disabilities incur living in or spending their days in congregate 
settings (e.g., day habilitation programs, sheltered workshops, group homes). Interviewees shared 
that congregate models would continue to be insufficient in the future, both in terms of meeting 
individual goals related to employment, independent living, and economic advancement as well as 
in terms of safety from infectious public health concerns like COVID-19. Many state governments 
are reaching out to AoD grantees for ideas on promising practices, successful transition models, 
and innovative strategies for providers to change their business models while simultaneously 
addressing immediate challenges in serving individuals with disabilities during the COVID-19 
PHE. Several AoD grantees acknowledged the urgency of the opportunity to change models and 
approaches targeting improvement of employment outcomes, economic advancement, and 
inclusion of individuals with disabilities as a result of the COVID-19 PHE. 

One challenge identified during interviews with self-advocates is the current or future return-to-
workplace processes for individuals with disabilities. Some self-advocates discussed challenges 
resulting from the reduction in workers due to layoffs or hesitancy from other workers to return to 
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in-person work settings. These self-advocates expressed concerns regarding decreased social 
support and reported feelings of additional loneliness and self-isolation at work. Additionally, 
some job-seekers or individuals who are already employed who experience challenges with social 
and conversational skills reported fearing that they may forget how to interact successfully with 
colleagues and supervisors in the future given the inability to regularly apply relational skills. 
These all represent challenges that AoD grantees – particularly federally-funded CILs and TBI 
Programs that provide direct services – could have a critical role in addressing. 

Growing Demand for Technological Innovations Related to Employment 
The COVID-19 PHE is changing the world in many ways. First, technology is challenging for 
many people, while also becoming the sole conduit for people to engage both professionally and 
personally on a regular basis. Inexpensive, simple technology for individuals with disabilities and 
other marginalized communities to easily access the internet, virtual platforms, and computer 
programs and applications related to specific supports creates tremendous opportunities for 
continual engagement of individuals with disabilities within their communities. However, there are 
many equity challenges associated with technology, especially in low-income communities where 
individuals with disabilities and their families may not have access to computers, smart phones, or 
consistent broadband. 

While social isolation is still a great concern, technological innovation has allowed individuals 
with and without disabilities to stay connected virtually on a regular basis. Therefore, many AoD 
grantees are attempting to evolve with the times by creating engaging opportunities as well as 
resource materials that are easily accessible. 

Cultural Competency, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
Not since the civil rights movement of the 1960s has America witnessed such a strong national 
discussion pertaining to systemic discrimination that disadvantages people of color, individuals 
with disabilities, and other marginalized populations. This has led to a reflective, introspective 
process from many AoD grantees about their own internal biases and the need to strengthen efforts 
to conduct outreach and support people of color more proactively. 

Often, families of color are unaware of services for which their loved ones may be eligible through 
the education, VR, Medicaid, or workforce investment systems due to a lack of outreach or 
dissemination of informational resources in their communities. Additionally, there may be a 
distrust in reaching out to these systems for support due to a previous experience of micro-
aggressions27 or implicit bias against them or their loved one with a disability. Furthermore, 
cultural norms may complicate families’ willingness to ask for help or admit that there is high need 
for service and supports, particularly if there is a lack of representation or staff of similar 
backgrounds when families seek assistance. 

During interviews with AoD grantees, many acknowledged the need for additional outreach and 
connections with communities of color. There were a few AoD grantees who have made some 
significant progress in changing the culture within their organization to have greater diversity, 

                                                 
27 Micro-aggressions are defined as “the everyday slights, indignities, put downs and insults that people of color, women, LGBT 
populations or those who are marginalized experiences in their day-to-day interactions with people” (definition from psychologist 
Derald W. Sue). 
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equity, and inclusion. For example, a few AoD grantees reported completing an organizational 
assessment surveying staff, leaders, and strategic partners about the entity’s relationship with 
people of color, and then took those findings and created specific actions, including hiring 
additional employees of color to create a more diverse team that was proportional to and 
representative of the larger community. 

Interviewees also noted frequent reflection and discussion regarding intersectionality with respect 
to race, ethnicity, ability, gender identity, and sexual orientation. One self-advocate noted that, “the 
only civil rights movement that is not led by the affected population is the disability rights 
movement, whose leadership positions in national and local advocacy organizations are primarily 
occupied by white, able-bodied individuals.” 

Part of the conversations that the TA Center’s project team had with AoD grantees also focused on 
the challenges of supporting individuals with disabilities who may come in for assistance but are 
suffering from past trauma without access to trauma-informed care. Most AoD grantees do not 
have staff equipped to support people with disabilities who are struggling with past trauma, 
particularly individuals with disabilities who may have experienced trauma and discrimination 
based on race, ethnicity, immigration status, gender identity, or sexual orientation. Thus, federal 
resources and training materials that develop the skills of front-line workers in the AoD grantee 
network to identify the need for and support people with disabilities with trauma-informed care 
strategies is critically important. 

Knowledge Translation and Diffusion among AoD Grantees 
During interviews with AoD grantees, many expressed interests in and desire for access to TA 
related to the practical application and implementation of innovative models, creative strategies, 
and high-impact promising practices to promote increased outcomes in CIE and the financial 
capability of individuals with disabilities. The interviewees reported interest in additional 
opportunities to connect and learn from their colleagues, as well as SMEs on the “cutting edge” of 
introducing and testing new models and innovative concepts. 

Many AoD grantees who are considered leaders in employment noted the importance of strong 
data collection systems to document and showcase the breadth and depth of work advancing CIE 
for policymakers and other AoD grantees. While the AoD grantees acknowledged that certain 
ACL-funded data collection exists, interviewees overall expressed that there was limited 
information on promising practices, innovative concepts, and tested models in the areas of CIE and 
financial capability. Additionally, many AoD grantees interviewed identified additional peer-to-
peer learning opportunities and mentoring as a leading area of interest. 

Opportunities & Strengths 

Even during crisis, some AoD grantees have found opportunities to test, validate, and disseminate 
new ideas and strategies for improving access to CIE at both an individual level and systems-level. 
At an individual level, AoD grantees have supported both youth in transition and adults with 
disabilities in continuing to make progress toward their employment goals through virtual skills-
based training, career exploration, self-advocacy related to negotiating terms with employers, and 
job development. At a systems-level, AoD grantees are promoting new policies and systems 
change efforts through research on the impacts of the COVID-19 PHE on workers with disabilities, 
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working with state agencies and legislatures to ensure that individuals with disabilities are included 
in economic recovery efforts; and providing technical assistance to community-based 
organizations (CBOs) to reduce their reliance on large-scale, facility-based congregate work and 
transition to models that focus on CIE. By elevating current promising and emerging practices, 
AoD grantees can demonstrate creative approaches by leveraging new partnerships and providing 
individualized and strengths-based supports for both employers and individuals with disabilities. 

The project team identified two key opportunities and strengths across AoD grantees as shown in 
the call-out box. 

AoD Grantees as Leaders in Promoting Job-seekers and Supporting Workers 
with Disabilities 

As previously mentioned, employer needs are evolving, as is the nature and form of America’s 
workforce. Interviewees noted that employment development is now operating at a “new normal,” 
and workers with disabilities who can sustain employment or acquire new employment are 
demonstrating powerful contributions. While employers have been forced to adapt to public health 
protocols and increase flexibility to support workers because of the COVID-19 PHE, these changes 
may lead to strategic opportunities and benefits for workers with disabilities. Unfortunately, 
research shows tremendous bias against workers with disabilities during the application and 
interview process, retention, wages, and promotions.28,29 Additionally, the language commonly 
used in the human services space tends to embrace a vernacular that can unintentionally but often 
disparage, discredit, and marginalize prospective job-seekers and current employees with 
disabilities. Interviewees expressed that some of these barriers are potentially rectified in situations 
where individuals with disabilities work from home and are evaluated on their merits rather than 
stereotypes connected to their disability status, particularly in the case of individuals with visible 
disabilities. However, there is an important balance to strike in ensuring workers with disabilities 
have the flexibility to work from home while ensuring available opportunities to work on-site 
alongside both peers with and without disabilities to avoid creating a “virtual segregation” model. 

The trend in millions of Americans now working from home has led to teleworking as a legally 
enforceable reasonable accommodation under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), 
depending on the type of job and sector.30 Prior to the COVID-19 PHE, workers with disabilities 
were typically prevented from working from home part-time or full-time. Due to many people 
working from home, there are greater flexibilities for workers with disabilities to manage their 
health at home while remaining productive in their professional roles. 

                                                 
28 Chopik, W. (2019). The Unpopular Truth about Biases toward People with Disabilities. Michigan State University (MSU) Today. 
Retrieved from: https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2019/the-unpopular-truth-about-biases-toward-people-with-disabilities/. 
29 Gillett, R. (2015) Scientists were surprised at how much hiring managers discriminate against workers with disabilities. Business 
Insider. Retrieved from: https://www.businessinsider.com/new-research-shows-bias-against-workers-with-disabilities-2015-11. 
30 United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Working from Home/Teleworking as a Reasonable 
Accommodation. (2020). https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/work-hometelework-reasonable-accommodation. 

• AoD grantees as leaders in helping job-seekers and workers with disabilities find, attain, and thrive in 
employment opportunities based on their interests 

• AoD grantees as the “one-the-ground” catalysts of systems change 

https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2019/the-unpopular-truth-about-biases-toward-people-with-disabilities/
https://www.businessinsider.com/new-research-shows-bias-against-workers-with-disabilities-2015-11
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/work-hometelework-reasonable-accommodation
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AoD grantees are on the front lines of this 
phenomena and have supported job-seekers with 
disabilities by developing virtual tools, courses, 
and networking opportunities for individuals to 
continue to participate in job development 
activities like career exploration, resume 
development, outreach to prospective 
employers, employer research, virtual 
interviews, and creation of personal profiles by 
video or online written templates. Additionally, 
as state governments have accelerated their own 
goals as a model employer, AoD grantees have a unique role to work with various state agencies 
to support inclusive onboarding and hiring for individuals with disabilities, offer alternative 
application and hiring procedures, and collect data reporting progress over time. Interviewees 
also reported receiving more requests from employers for technical support in recruiting new 
employees, providing technical assistance on implementing virtual accommodations, and 
offering mental health services for workers affected by the COVID-19 PHE and economic 
downturn. Several AoD grantees have accelerated their outreach, advocacy, and educational 
efforts to address community needs in recent years, serving as a central conduit of information to 
an array of stakeholders, including workers with disabilities, employers, families, local and state 
government agencies, and CBOs. 

AoD Grantees as the “On-the-Ground Catalysts” of Systems Change 
In addition to the numerous statutory responsibilities of the AoD disability network, entities also 
have a vital role in fostering systems change in their communities and region. Frequently, AoD 
grantees bring together various stakeholders for the purpose of collaborating on a policy or systems 
issue imperative to promoting the inclusion, well-being, and independence of individuals with 
disabilities. Interviewees noted the strength of strategic partnerships in elevating the AoD network 
to a higher level of influence in states, particularly around policy change, payment reforms, 
capacity building around evidence-based practices, research agenda development, and inclusion of 
individuals with disabilities in systems change efforts. As a result of strategic partnerships, AoD 
grantee interviewees reported value and leadership in the following areas: providing information 
and educational resources; offering technical assistance; conducting research and relevant data 
collection; testing and validating promising practices and models related to direct supports; and 
developing policy ideas that advance the interests of individuals with disabilities, including but not 
limited to CIE and economic advancement. 

Challenges & Barriers 

Despite the desire of most individuals with disabilities to pursue a career path and obtain financial 
independence, the reality is that most prospective workers with disabilities endure a long and 
exhausting journey to find and sustain employment. This may include negative stereotypes, 
presumption of low expectations, and employers’ lack of technical knowledge in how to offer job 
accommodations and create an inclusive work environment. This is where AoD grantees can 
elevate the voices of individuals with disabilities, and use research, data, promising practices, and 
policies to dispel the myths and barriers. Unfortunately, interviewees identified several barriers that 
discourage, impede, or limit the effectiveness of AoD grantees in effectuating improved CIE and 
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economic outcomes at an individual and systemic level. General themes mentioned across the 
spectrum of AoD grantees are shown in the call-out box: 

Findings relevant to each of these themes are detailed in the following sections. 

Federal Policies as Obstacles to Employment for Individuals with Disabilities  
Outdated federal policies regarding Social Security’s Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) policy; 
income or asset limits tied to Social Security, Medicaid, and other forms of public assistance; 
and complex work incentive programs continue to impede the ability and motivation of 
individuals with disabilities to pursue CIE. Additionally, these policies are often inconsistently 
implemented at a state or regional level, which creates problems with information asymmetry 
and prevents AoD grantees from assisting prospective job-seekers with disabilities in navigating 
various systems and regulations. 

Among the federal policies and statutes that need updating, interviewees identified the greatest 
obstacles to CIE as (1) SGA’s policy of establishing and maintaining supplemental security income 
(SSI) or supplemental security disability income (SSDI) and (2) eligibility limits for publicly-
funded federal and state programs tied to means testing. These policies cause the greatest fears – 
and reluctance – among individuals with disabilities and their families to pursue employment. 
Many individuals with disabilities rely on Social Security and Medicaid to sustain long-term 
services and supports (LTSS) critical to living independently and maintaining health care coverage. 
These benefits are often essential to avoiding unnecessary institutionalization, or even worse, 
death. Most individuals with disabilities who rely on these supports do not have the assets or 
income required to take on such medical expenses. 

In other words, government-imposed restrictions related to income and assets prevent individuals 
with disabilities from pursuing employment, working up to preferred optimal hours, or accepting 
higher wages. This is often referred to as the “fear of the falling off the cash cliff.” Eligibility for 
Social Security or Medicaid is often described as an “all or nothing” proposition (with a few 
exceptions). Interviewees with disabilities reported a difficult “black and white” decision that 

• Federal Policies as Obstacles to Employment for Individuals with Disabilities: Interviewees noted 
several federal barriers that may deter individuals with disabilities from having the opportunity to 
work at preferred and optimal levels of productivity or gaining financial independence. 

• Lack of Adequate Job Accommodations: Both AoD grantee and self-advocate interviewees noted the 
frequent lack of adequate job accommodation and lack of knowledge from companies regarding legal 
and regulatory responsibilities to ensure accommodations and general information about types of 
accommodations. 

• Impact of Unaddressed Social Determinants of Health: Interviewees expressed a need for additional 
focus on social determinants of health linked to employment, including but not limited to 
transportation, housing, and healthcare. 

• Mixed Experiences in Collaborations with Local and State-level Stakeholders: AoD grantees reported 
mixed results collaborating with state agencies to pursue similar goals, including but not limited to VR, 
Special Education, Workforce Investment, and Medicaid-funded Home and Community Based Service 
(HCBS) programs. 

• Limitations in Capacity, Bandwidth, and Resources: AoD grantee interviewees discussed perceived 
limitations in available capacity, bandwidth, and resources to effectively focus on employment and 
economic advancement of individuals with disabilities. 
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they must make when considering employment: “Does the job I’m going after put me at risk of 
losing my access to publicly-funded supports and services that I need to survive and remain in 
the community?” 

One interviewee with disabilities indicated that she has had to make hard choices between working 
full-time and potentially losing her eligibility on publicly-financed supports that are critically 
important to sustain her ability to live, work and participate in the community. She described, “I 
basically feel like I am being financially penalized for working.” This experience likely extends to 
many other workers with disabilities. While employment and economic advancement is at the heart 
of pursuing the “American dream,” individuals with disabilities are chronically discouraged from 
achieving their fullest economic potential, often leading to cyclical poverty. 

While the federal government has made significant strides in establishing disability-friendly 
policies through the ADA,31 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA),32 and the 
Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) Act,33 without a concerted effort to overturn the 
inherent paradox pitting employment against access and eligibility within the SGA Policy, 
prospective workers with disabilities will continue to face enormous obstacles and difficult 
decisions regarding their employment and economic self-sufficiency. 

For AoD grantees that provide employment services and benefits assistance, navigating a multitude 
of conflicting systems to address barriers and achieve CIE requires an investment of time, 
expertise, and human resources to facilitate the necessary systems and resource coordination at a 
local level. Unfortunately, federally-funded systems do not currently pay for the kind of system 
coordination required for supporting an individual with disability to achieve a successful CIE 
outcome. Without any reimbursement vehicle for recapturing the costs associated with this level of 
coordination, many CILs and other grantees reported being reluctant to expand their employment 
support programs. 

Members of the Work Group made an important point that oftentimes, state policies may 
misinterpret or incorrectly implement federal disability policy, leading to barriers in outcomes 
intended by the initial federal policy framers. Work Group members suggested that the 
dissemination of education and technical support on additional policy guidance can clarify areas of 
ambiguity or address trends in the fields of special education, VR, workforce development, and 
Medicaid HCBS where federal law is not being operationalized correctly. Several AoD grantees, 
including the Councils, P&A entities, and TBI Programs could assume important roles in spurring 
and driving the conversation around reforming policy implementation activities. 

Lack of Adequate Job Accommodations 
AoD grantee and self-advocate interviewees mentioned challenges in negotiating appropriate job 
accommodations with employers. Interviewees noted that human resource professionals often 
lack knowledge about expenses for providing legally-protected accommodations as well as the 
impact of accommodations on the development of trust and the ability of workers with 
disabilities to meet productivity expectations. Due to the COVID-19 PHE, accommodations are 
                                                 
31 The statutory language of the ADA can be found at: https://www.ada.gov/2010_regs.htm.  
32 The statutory language of the WIOA can be found at:  
www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-113publ128/pdf/PLAW-113publ128.pdf.  
33 The statutory language of the ABLE Act can be found at: https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0501130740.  

https://www.ada.gov/2010_regs.htm
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-113publ128/pdf/PLAW-113publ128.pdf
https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0501130740
https://www.ada.gov/2010_regs.htm
http://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-113publ128/pdf/PLAW-113publ128.pdf
https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0501130740
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now more widespread since many Americans with or without disabilities are receiving unique 
supports and accommodations. In conversations with four of the five categories of AoD grantees, 
CILs, Councils, UCEDDs, and TBI Programs recognized their role in proactively educating 
employers about job accommodations and best practices for creating inclusive work 
environments. P&A interviewees noted that due to their legal advocacy for job-seekers and 
workers with disabilities who may file complaints on employers, proactive education of 
employers about job accommodations and best practices may present a possible conflict of 
interest. This would be relevant in cases where an employer that a P&A has previously provided 
education or training to becomes the subject of a future legal action pursued by the P&A on 
behalf of an individual with disabilities. 

Representatives of the Work Group noted that oftentimes, it is not the lack of appropriate job 
accommodations that is problematic, but rather the lack of plain language information to help 
individuals with disabilities understand their rights to request and access job accommodations; the 
process for initiating accommodation requests with employers (both in advance of accepting a job 
and later on as a current employee); and the financial resources available to employers and 
employees with disabilities to support the acquisition of such accommodations. While employers 
typically have counsel who are accountable for educating them on their legal responsibilities to 
provide job accommodations, job-seekers and employees with disabilities often do not have 
accurate information and educational resources on how to navigate processes to successfully 
access their required accommodations. Thus, Work Group members suggested that several of the 
AoD grantees focus greater resources and attention on ensuring that job-seekers and workers with 
disabilities have the skills and knowledge required to advocate effectively for themselves in the 
workspace. While there are other areas that the AoD grantees can offer support and administer 
effective employer engagement strategies for the purposes of helping job-seekers obtain CIE, 
Work Group members expressed that the area of job accommodations is better left as a 
responsibility for employers to invest in and learn outside of using the limited resources of the 
AoD grantee system. 

In addition to challenges in obtaining accommodations, accessibility challenges also extend 
beyond the workplace and often impact the ability of employees with disabilities to work at an 
optimal level. Challenges in accessible infrastructure (e.g., inaccessible buildings, lack of sidewalk 
ramps, lack of braille in public buildings, malfunctioning elevators, gaps in plain-language 
directions in public areas) often cause additional barriers that prevent workers with disabilities 
from fully engaging with their colleagues or from being optimally productive. 
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Impact of Unaddressed Social Determinants of Health 
In the literature review, focus groups, and 
individual interviews with national partners, self-
advocates, and AoD grantees, a lack of 
transportation, affordable housing, and quality 
health care are notable barriers to individuals with 
disabilities achievement of optimal employment 
and maximum self-sufficiency. 

 Transportation: For individuals with 
disabilities living alone or without 
consistent and reliable familial or natural 
supports, a lack of transportation leads to challenges in completing basic errands (e.g., 
going to the grocery store, post office, or doctor’s office) and getting to and from work. 
Depending upon where one lives, there may be public transit, but often the public transit 
system is unreliable or is not fully accessible to individuals with certain disabilities. Many 
individuals with disabilities cannot drive or can drive but do not own or have access to a 
car. CBOs may also provide free transportation to individuals with disabilities for 
employment purposes. However, individuals often must leave several hours before their 
work shift to accept the free transportation. Additionally, some self-advocate interviewees 
described having to spend time in segregated settings before or after work because their 
CBO-provided transportation is relegated by a group schedule and is not individualized. 
AoD grantees echoed the challenge of accessible transportation and acknowledged that 
increased engagement of AoD grantees could lead to the identification of viable solutions 
to address gaps in transportation at a community or state level. 

 Housing: For years, a person’s residential setting has often related to the type of setting in 
which one spends their day.34 For example, individuals living in facility-based congregate 
environments are more likely to spend their days in day habilitation or sheltered work. In 
comparison, individuals who work in CIE tend to have the opportunity to explore 
individualized housing options that are person-centered, accessible, and affordable. The 
disparate systems between housing and employment at a community and state-level can 
significantly limit access to integrated work and living options for individuals with 
disabilities. AoD grantees across the network again have a pivotal role in identifying and 
addressing challenges related to the intersection of housing and employment for 
individuals with disabilities through research and data collection, policy reform, 
information support, referrals, advocacy, and legal assistance. 

 Health Care: Interviewees with disabilities expressed facing significant challenges in 
attaining employment due to the lack of consistent access to high quality health care and 
HCBS services. If individuals are not receiving the necessary level of medical care or 
adequate HCBS to help them live, work, and thrive in the community, they will face 
extraordinary obstacles in the workplace. AoD grantees’ continual advocacy, research, 
informational support, legal assistance, and policy engagement is critical to support 
Medicaid expansion, improve access, eligibility, and quality of HCBS, and address 

                                                 
34 This is a trend from the University of Minnesota Institute on Community Integration’s Residential Information Systems Project 
(RISP) data found at: https://risp.umn.edu/. 

https://risp.umn.edu/
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discrimination and rationing practices that disproportionately and negatively impact 
individuals with disabilities. 

Mixed Experiences in Collaborations with Local and State-level Stakeholders 
While the Center’s project team identified several successful collaborations between AoD grantees 
and state systems providing publicly-financed supports to individuals with disabilities, many AoD 
grantees expressed significant challenges while working with key state government agencies. Most 
grantees interviewed reported that federal and state agencies implementing policies and programs 
that impact people with disabilities are often siloed and disjointed. Without additional policy 
direction and flexible funding in the field, state agencies often do not have the knowledge, 
direction, or autonomy to collaborate intentionally with other state agencies. Variances in policies, 
funding restrictions, and inability to share staff make it difficult for state agencies to leverage 
resources and coordinate services. Interviewees noted that while there are examples of successful 
collaboration among state special education, VR, Medicaid, and workforce investment because of 
Employment First policies, these examples are few and not always publicized to other states for 
fear that the federal government may penalize one or more state agencies if it is interpreted that the 
models are not in compliance with one or more (often contradictory) policies. As a result, various 
state systems are often convoluted and difficult to navigate, which may lead to experiences of 
getting lost, frustrated, and discouraged on the part of individuals accessing services. 

Overall, both AoD grantees and self-advocates recommended that state systems focus on helping 
individuals to reach self-sufficiency by planning for independent living, CIE, and asset 
development. The following section summarizes specific feedback AoD grantees, national TA 
partners, and self-advocates provided on the following four systems: Special Education, VR, 
Medicaid, and Workforce Investment. 

Special Education 
Within the United States, there are several resource inequities and disparities evident in the 
education system, especially within the special education system that impacts children, youth, and 
young adults with disabilities. Only certain schools offer specialized programs and there are 
limited special education programs due to economic inequities across school districts. One 
interviewee expressed that in well-resourced school districts, there are often more opportunities for 
personnel preparation and ongoing available TA for teachers and staff that can support the 
promotion of an inclusive educational setting. When teachers are better prepared with appropriate 
training and resources, they think differently and have higher expectations of their students with 
disabilities. The interviewee also noted that unfortunately, there is economic inequity that results in 
the availability of these resources and opportunities only in well-resourced school districts. 

AoD grantees – especially P&A entities – expressed concerns about the overwhelming number of 
complaints from families about their experiences fighting for accommodations, negotiating an 
adequate individualized education plan (IEP) or Section 504 plan, and ensuring their child had 
access to the general classroom setting as well as grade-level curriculum and activities. 

These challenges transcend into the transition years for youth and young adults with disabilities. 
For example, AoD grantees expressed general frustration that despite having committed years of 
resources to working with one or more local education agencies (LEAs, also referred to as school 
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districts) to foster systems change, grantees have seen little to no progress. While AoD grantee 
interviewees cited examples where they were starting to see significant shifts in the 
implementation of evidence-based transition strategies for students with disabilities within a 
limited number of school districts, interviewees also noted that there were many more LEAs 
lacking a basic understanding or commitment to support students with disabilities in preparing for 
transition from youth to adulthood. 

AoD grantee interviewees voiced three key challenges related to special education. The first was 
the general approach that most teachers and transition counselors take with respect to students with 
disabilities and their families. Instead of talking about post-secondary education options, 
vocational training, or job development, the typical key information that educators will share 
emphasizes the process (and importance) of applying for Social Security as soon as possible. 
Consequently, the underlying message that students and families receive is that the individual will 
need Social Security immediately and forever, because they are not able to work, pursue a career, 
or become financially capable to control their own personal resources. In contrast, students without 
disabilities typically are supported in exploring career pathways, participating in internships and 
part-time or summer employment, developing mentoring relationships, and applying to college or a 
vocational training program. 

A second concern expressed by interviewees was related to the local nature of the education 
system. Unlike VR, Medicaid, and Workforce Investment that operate regional or county-based 
offices but are centralized at the state level, LEAs typically have significant autonomy from the 
state Department of Education. As such, AoD grantees face challenges in focusing on more than a 
small subset of LEAs in terms of promoting stronger transition strategies and even partnering to 
offer information and referral supports, career exploration, and pre-Employment Transition 
Services (Pre-ETS). Additionally, state Departments of Education are often not included in state 
level employment systems change efforts focused on youth and young adults with disabilities or 
are reluctant to engage. 

Finally, a third concern voiced by interviewees is the reluctance of most school districts to allow 
CBOs contracted by the school system to support youth with disabilities in transition by providing 
functional skills training aligned with the mandatory curriculum in the community. One CIL cited 
that in 25 years, only one school had allowed their CIL to provide community-based training and 
give students academic credit for the experience. Generally, school policies, oftentimes because of 
pressure from teachers’ unions, prevent non-school personnel from providing services in the 
community during the school day. If school districts were to modify their policies to allow 
credentialed CBOs to support the students’ educational goals, it could be a win-win situation for 
both the students in transition as well as the school districts who are measured by the post-school 
outcomes of all students. 

Vocational Rehabilitation 
All AoD grantees expressed strong opinions about VR. Some of the challenges and opportunities 
that AoD grantees mentioned in their attempts to collaborate with VR included but were not 
limited to the following: 

 Negotiating a fair and equitable partnership related to Ticket-to-Work (T2W). 
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 Passing along and receiving referrals from VR to connect individuals with disabilities with 
employers recruiting for open positions. 

 Identifying current gaps in VR that could be contracted out to one or more AoD grantees. 
For example, becoming a VR contractor to: 

• Provide Pre-ETS and benefits planning; 

• Provide counseling, mentoring and career planning services to individuals with 
disabilities with established academic credentials and work experience who may 
not qualify for VR services or are on a waiting list due to Order of Selection 
policies; and 

• Fulfill the annual counseling requirements of individuals with significant 
disabilities currently employed in sheltered workshops.35 

 Investing in the capacity of VR providers to offer evidence-based practices, such as 
customized employment and IPS-Supported Employment for individuals with disabilities 
who could greatly benefit from such strategies. 

 Distinguishing between the role of AoD grantees as advocates for individuals with 
disabilities and the role as collaborators with VR to help individuals with disabilities 
secure and maintain CIE. 

 Offering TA to VR counselors so that they are more successful in working with different 
disability populations and adopting promising practices to advance CIE outcomes. 

 Collaborating with VR to coordinate marketing and education efforts small-, medium-, 
and large-sized employers about promising practices related to recruiting, employing, and 
supporting workers with disabilities. 

 Seeking funding or reimbursement from VR for employer and business partnership 
development necessary to help job-seekers with disabilities identify and secure CIE 
opportunities. 

 Working with clients as VR vendors to address employment barriers (e.g., access to 
benefits, personal care attendants or direct support professionals, technology, assistive 
technology, stable housing, transportation) in the ninety days allowed by VR. 

 Assisting individuals with disabilities in sustaining long-term supports after time-limited 
VR services have been exhausted (many clients are not eligible to receive LTSS through 
Medicaid-funded HCBS waivers). 

 Covering the costs of mandatory services and expenses (e.g., report and correspondence 
writing, case coordination, partnership development, skills-based training on evidence-
based practices, administrative surcharges for pass-through funds) that are not 
reimbursable under VR’s fee-for-service payment system. 

                                                 
35 Section 511 of Title IV of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act requires VR agencies to meet with all individuals under 
the age of 26 who are placed in sheltered work annually to explore options and gauge their interest in pursuing CIE. P&As and CILs 
are strategically positioned to address gaps in the ability of State VR systems to complete this important work, but few states are 
creating partnerships with these entities around this need.  
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 Designing stronger metrics and milestones for VR and AoD partners to measure progress 
in CIE outcomes and economic advancement of individuals with disabilities. 

Based on their engagement with VR in the past, self-advocates repeatedly emphasized that VR 
should: 

 Be more person-centered as opposed to system-centered. 
 Collaborate with other partners when they lack the bandwidth. 
 Increase outreach and support for underserved communities. 
 Place individuals with disabilities less frequently in low-wage, low-skill jobs that do not 

match individuals’ interests, goals, or preferences (i.e., “Do not pressure individuals with 
disabilities to settle for less than what they can achieve.”). 

 Expand support to help people attain jobs that interest them based on their career goals, as 
well as to help workers with disabilities to secure competitive wages with as many hours 
as possible. 

 Presume competency of all individuals with disabilities and work to promote their 
strengths and talents to potential employers. 

 Help individuals with disabilities identify avenues for securing longer-term job supports 
when VR assistance is close to running out. 

 Assist individuals with disabilities in securing reliable transportation options to and from 
work. 

Medicaid  
Currently, Medicaid-funded HCBS is the only viable option to sustain LTSS and health care 
supports outside of employer benefits. Access to HCBS depends on the types of services the State 
Medicaid Agency (SMA) offers, as well as who is eligible to apply and receive these optional 
services. Interviewees expressed that not all individuals are eligible for Medicaid-funded HCBS, 
and many states have long wait lists that may take months or years to access. 

Another challenge that interviewees identified is transforming the delivery of services away from 
large CBOs that provide facility-based prevocational services (via sheltered workshops or 
enclaves) and day habilitation programming. A chronic reliance on facility based services prevents 
the emergence of programs or initiatives that shift focus and funding to services that lead to CIE 
outcomes. While the 2014 Federal HCBS regulation36 attempted to establish some basic standards 
with which all Medicaid-funded HCBS settings must comply, interviewees noted a need for more 
direct guidance related to employment models. Further, although CMS published sub-regulatory 
guidance in 201137 that affirmed and encouraged state Medicaid authorities to offer customized 
employment, benefits planning, individual supported employment, and career planning under their 
Medicaid 1915(c) HCBS waivers, several states still do not offer such services or have not made 
                                                 
36 Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS). (2014). Fact Sheet: The Home and Community Based Services Rule. 
Retrieved from: https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/fact-sheets/home-and-community-based-services.  
37 Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS). (2011). Updates to the §1915 (c) Waiver Instructions and Technical Guide 
regarding employment and employment related services. Retrieved from:  
https://downloads.cms.gov/cmsgov/archived-downloads/CMCSBulletins/downloads/CIB-9-16-11.pdf.  

https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/fact-sheets/home-and-community-based-services
https://downloads.cms.gov/cmsgov/archived-downloads/CMCSBulletins/downloads/CIB-9-16-11.pdf
https://downloads.cms.gov/cmsgov/archived-downloads/CMCSBulletins/downloads/CIB-9-16-11.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/fact-sheets/home-and-community-based-services
https://downloads.cms.gov/cmsgov/archived-downloads/CMCSBulletins/downloads/CIB-9-16-11.pdf
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significant investments in building the capacity of providers in their network to offer such services. 
This is likely due to a need for further resources, TA, and clarification on federal guidance. Some 
of the areas of guidance most relevant to individuals with disabilities pursuing CIE include: 

 Milestone payments made under the Ticket-to-Work program do not conflict with 
Medicaid HCBS payments and services. 

 The offering of prevocational services under Medicaid HCBS waivers are to be time-
limited, thus shifting individuals toward career planning and other services to pursue and 
achieve competitive integrated employment. 

 While states must abide by “payer of last resort” requirements under federal regulations 
pertaining to the provision and funding of services under special education, VR, and 
Medicaid HCBS programs, if an individual who is eligible for Medicaid HCBS is put on a 
wait list for VR services, they are considered to have exhausted all other options and thus 
are immediately eligible to receive Medicaid HCBS without delay. 

In addition to the 2011 guidance from CMS, the Center for Medicaid and CHIP Services (CMCS) 
published a letter to State Medicaid Directors in 2017 that provided guidance regarding the 
utilization of savings accounts specifically designed for people with disabilities under the ABLE 
Act of 2014.38,39 The guidance clarified that any resources transferred into an ABLE account for a 
Medicaid participant does not count against the asset limits put in place as a part of a state’s 
eligibility for Medicaid services. However, self-advocates and families continue to get 
contradictory information from state Medicaid HCBS officials as well as regional Social Security 
offices. 

This lack of understanding and implementation of the evidence-based practices and policy 
guidance has perpetuated significant challenges for HCBS participants to fully maximize state 
Medicaid HCBS offerings to support their employment and socioeconomic advancement. 
However, in several states, the Councils, UCEDDs, and CILs have collaborated with various state 
agencies to educate self-advocates and families, dispel myths, and even provide support in the 
opening of ABLE Accounts. Additionally, state P&As and the Councils have also provided 
technical assistance to state Medicaid and VR agencies regarding the other policy guidance 
outlined in the 2011 CMS Informational Bulletin to help inform reforms to state policies. These are 
great examples of how the AoD grantee network could be better leveraged to get accurate 
information out to stakeholders and influence reforms in policy implementation. 

Improving upon existing Medicaid HCBS waivers and state plans is an area where the DD network 
grantees (Councils, UCEDDs, and P&As) and TBI Programs have demonstrated significant 
contributions, including but not limited to: 

 Councils convening stakeholders to offer consolidated recommendations for increasing 
options that support CIE within SMA HCBS authorities. 

                                                 
38 Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS). (2014). State Medicaid Letter regarding the Achieving a Better Life 
Experience Act. Retrieved at: https://www.medicaid.gov/federal-policy-guidance/downloads/smd17002.pdf.  
39 Text of the Achieving a Better Life Experience Act of 2014. Retrieved at:  
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/647.  

https://www.medicaid.gov/federal-policy-guidance/downloads/smd17002.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/647
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/647
https://www.medicaid.gov/federal-policy-guidance/downloads/smd17002.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/647
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 UCEDDs providing research on the implications of current investments in HCBS waivers 
with respect to employment. 

 P&As working with SMAs to help individuals receive approval of waiver services when 
denied access to services that could lead to CIE. 

 TBI Programs educating state policymakers on options for expanding HCBS to include 
individuals living with TBI. 

 CILs educating individuals with disabilities about accessing Medicaid-funded HCBS and 
advocating for expanded eligibility of such services by bringing the voice of people with 
disabilities into key conversations with state and federal policymakers. 

Beyond educating eligible individuals and their families about accessing Medicaid-funded HCBS, 
many CILs have also contracted as a service provider for SMA HCBS programs. One AoD grantee 
mentioned that federally-funded CILs have providing information to teachers and transition 
counselors about the HCBS waiver system, particularly in states that offer waiver services 
promoting transition strategies related to employment for young adults. 

All AoD grantees can have a significant role in continuing to influence and advocate for increased 
eligibility and access to high-quality HCBS that prioritize CIE outcomes for individuals with 
disabilities. 

Workforce Investment 
Many AoD grantee interviewees had not had much previous engagement with their workforce 
investment systems. Some of the challenges that AoD grantees identified with respect to working 
with American Job Centers (AJCs) and the workforce investment system are similar to those 
challenges noted with respect to VR (e.g., creating mutually-beneficial partnerships with respect to 
the T2W program, and establishing contractual partnerships to provide resources to AoD grantees 
to take on some of the work of the AJCs and workforce investment boards). However, AoD 
grantee interviewees tended to have greater empathy to the workforce investment system, since 
job-seekers with disabilities are one of several underserved populations that workforce investment 
must focus on. 

ACL’s national TA partners shared some notable examples about AoD grantees that had engaged 
successfully with their AJCs and workforce investment boards to increase CIE options for 
individuals with disabilities: 

 The Institute for Community Inclusion (ICI) within the University of Massachusetts-
Boston piloted, tested, validated, and disseminated information on strategies and 
promising practices for workforce investment systems to improve accessibility and 
engagement of job-seekers within AJCs. 

 Several CILs participated in a two-year pilot financed by ODEP where they partnered with 
their local AJCs to identify areas for leveraging their respective skills and resources to 
support employment goals of job-seekers with disabilities. 

 The Disability Employment Initiative (DEI), co-funded by ETA and ODEP, supports local 
and statewide systems change efforts to improve the workforce investment system’s 
ability to support prospective workers with disabilities. DEI piloted and validated a model 
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for community-based collaborations across various service systems, which also often 
included partners from the AoD grantee networks. 

Despite these examples, however, there are many opportunities for improving the relationships 
between the workforce investment system and AoD grantees, particularly around employer 
engagement, career pathway development, and deployment of workforce investment resources 
(e.g., dislocated worker funding, innovation funds) to focus on supporting workers to attain CIE. 
WIOA40 provided definitions and authorization for the workforce system to provide customized 
employment, supported employment and other evidence-based services toward supporting job-
seekers with disabilities obtain CIE. However, in many states, individuals who turn to local AJCs 
for assistance are immediately connected to VR. For job-seekers with disabilities to pursue services 
through AJCs in the future, AoD grantees would likely need to invest in educational and outreach 
efforts as well as knowledge-based training for job-seekers with disabilities on what their rights are 
to access services directly through the workforce system to secure supports in job development, 
accessing apprenticeships and skills-development training, and career planning. 

Limitations in Capacity, Bandwidth, and Resources 
Several AoD grantees across grantee type expressed that the pressure of limited resources and staff 
capacity for prioritizing CIE and economic advancement activities is a key barrier. This was 
especially relevant for grantees that have not previously identified employment as a top priority in 
their most recent five-year strategic plans. Even several AoD grantees that have invested heavily in 
local or state initiatives to promote CIE outcomes stated a desire to expand their initiatives but 
have limited funding for such expansion. 

The Center’s project team would like to note, however, that several grantees with limited funding 
and staff capacity are doing some of the most innovative work to improve CIE and economic 
opportunities for individuals with disabilities. Several grantees that work in economically 
disadvantaged communities are more accustomed to thinking “outside the box”, stretching funding, 
and leveraging trusting partnerships to make progress on issues related to their clients’ 
employment and financial capability. Across all the AoD grantees, the project team identified key 
examples of entities that are “going the extra mile” to focus on employment and economic 
advancement of individuals with disabilities, even if the topic was not a top priority in their latest 
strategic plan or if there were limited resources. 

Perspectives from Self-Advocates 

Self-advocate interviewees indicated employment as one of the highest priorities for economic 
advancement of individuals with disabilities. All types of AoD grantee interviewees confirmed 
hearing a high demand for employment supports from the individuals with disabilities with whom 
they engage. 

                                                 
40 Legislative Text of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (2014). Retrieved at:  
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/803/text.  

https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/803/text
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Prioritizing Humanity and Potential as Key Values in Publicly-funded Systems 
Working with Individuals with Disabilities 

Overall, self-advocate interviewees who have utilized state-based services and/or have interacted 
with AoD grantees provided the following recommendations to AoD grantees: 

 Help individuals build and grow their social networks and peer connections in the 
community. 

 Publish and evaluate organizations based on people-first language and practices. 
 Focus on skills, training, and efforts that help self-advocates become independent and self-

sufficient. 
 Help job-seekers with disabilities design career paths as opposed to low-wage jobs with no 

opportunities for growth. 
 Guide employers with strategies to support workers with disabilities. 
 Help workers with disabilities establish not only a job placement, but also a strong 

relationship with potential employers. 
 Ensure self-advocate voices are “front and center” when it comes to their lives and policy 

advocacy. 

The Value of Promoting Peer Supports & Self-Determination 
Self-advocate interviewees shared a unanimous view on the value of peer supports and ongoing 
coaching and training related to self-determination and self-advocacy. Interviewees identified the 
value of peer-to-peer coaching, connections, and intersectionality as key areas of personal and 
professional development for individuals with disabilities. Interviewees with lived experience 
shared concerns that there were few to any resources financing peer-support programs or training 
opportunities for self-advocates to become mentors and coaches for other self-advocates. Self-
advocates who had shifted their attitudes about employment (and those of their family members) 
attributed their change in perspective to self-advocates they had met who had pursued employment 
and had shown them the benefits of employment. Self-advocate interviewees also confirmed that 
previous and ongoing self-determination training has made it easier for them to advocate for 
themselves in the workplace and establish inclusive, respectful, and equitable relationships with 
colleagues and supervisors. Interviewees also mentioned families talking to other families as 
another important peer-to-peer model, many had experienced barriers in pursuing employment due 
to the fears and misperceptions of family members. 

Perspectives of a Self-Advocate regarding CBOs, AoD Grantees, and VR 
“They talk about us, they have programs about us, but they do not include us or ask for our opinions. 
They do not ask our opinions. They do not put us on boards or advisory councils. I feel sometimes they 
(VR, AoD grantees, and providers) look at us as challenges or dollars, but not as human beings. They do 
not see us as people who can succeed.” 
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Changing the Culture and Power Structures of Systems Assisting People with 
Disabilities to Obtain Employment 

The Work Group provided additional insights into the level of ableism in publicly-financed 
systems that lead to the disempowerment and disenfranchisement of individuals with disabilities. 
Work Group members noted that many government entities at a state and federal level providing 
services to individuals with disabilities tend to be led primarily by able-bodied and often white 
individuals. Members explained that this has led to entities often being reluctant to collaborate 
with self-advocacy organizations or CILs because of their own inherent biases. They shared that 
this has resulted in chronic tokenism, where individuals with disabilities – whose lives are the 
ones directly affected by public policies and programs providing services to them – are engaged 
in policy or programmatic conversations only in a limited degree, with partnerships and 
dialogues shallow in terms of breadth and depth. The advocacy roles that each category of AoD 
grantees have in trying to dismantle ableism and other cultural barriers to meaningful 
engagement of people with disabilities in public policy and program decisions is a critical 
opportunity for expansion and scalability. 

Another challenge with regards to cultural stigmas attached to disability is the language often used 
by state governments. Until just recently, many states continued to refer to programs supporting 
individuals with intellectual disabilities as programs supporting people with “mental retardation”. 
One member of the Work Group also shared that the vernacular commonly used about people with 
serious mental illness and other significant disabilities often leads to the dehumanization and 
disempowerment of individuals who the AoD grantees are supporting to find employment. This is 
a key area where the AoD grantee network could provide education, training, and informational 
resources to state government agencies on embedding “People First” language into their policies, 
processes, and practices. 

Another issue that was expressed by the Work Group was the dangers of paternalism being 
mistaken for advocacy. One CIL representative described situations where support professionals 
did not engage with workers with disabilities to determine their needed and desired 
accommodations, leading to the support professional potentially advocating with potential or 
existing employers for accommodations or changes that the prospective employee did not really 
need or care about. Instead of helping the individual integrate into the company’s labor force with 
adequate accommodations, support professionals may advocate or push for changes that may set 
the worker with disabilities apart from other employees in a way that is counterproductive or create 
unnecessary tensions between an employer and the employee. An example is when support 
professionals may advocate for an on-site job coach for a certain duration of time and level of 
supports that may not align with the needs and desires of the individual with disabilities. 
Additionally, this may lead to tensions with the employers because while many companies 
recognize the value of a job coach, employers may not believe a job coach is necessary to be on-
site with individual employees for the duration of the employees’ work schedules. Employers want 
to train employees with disabilities in the same skills using the same approaches as they do with 
non-disabled employees, while taking into consideration reasonable accommodations. Employers 
do not necessarily want job coaches taking on the training responsibilities that the company would 
typically conduct for any other employee. 
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In essence, AoD grantees, working directly with job-seekers with disabilities, can and should 
provide supports in a way that not only empowers individuals to engage in these decision-making 
processes with employers, but adequately prepares prospective employees on how to interact 
effectively with potential employers. There is a careful balance to strike between making sure the 
employee has what they need in terms of accommodations and supports in successfully performing 
the functions of a job and pushing employers to provide other services or supports that an 
employee does not necessarily need, leading to the employer pulling out of the negotiations. AoD 
grantees can work to support self-advocates better by “opening doors as opposed to closing them” 
and can provide technical support to professionals in the special education, VR, workforce 
development, and Medicaid HCBS systems on how to balance approaches to employer 
engagement as well that maximizes the chances of being hired, optimally productive, and having 
higher rates of employee satisfaction. 

Conclusion 

The initial input and recommendations received provide the Center’s project team with valuable 
information about the TA that will help AoD grantees to advance stronger partnerships, capacity, 
and resources leveraging their strengths in effectuating improved CIE outcomes and economic 
advancement of individuals with disabilities. The findings from the environmental landscape 
assessment demonstrate the influence of AoD grantees in the field at both an individual and 
systems-level. These findings will inform the TA strategy, plans, and activities outlined in the 
Five-Year Strategic Plan. Throughout the duration of the Center’s existence, the project team will 
continue to solicit additional guidance from AoD’s national TA partners, AoD grantees, SMEs in 
the field of CIE and financial capability, and the Center’s Grantee Representative Work Group 
throughout the duration of the Center’s existence. The project team provided additional grantee-
specific findings in Appendices I-V and will provide the framework for the Center’s TA offerings 
specific to individual categories of grantees. 

The Center’s project team would like to express deep gratitude to the individuals and entities who 
shared their expertise, perspective, and recommendations to inform the completion of this 
environmental landscape assessment. 
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