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Our Mission
To increase the opportunities for home, community and school
success for children with disabilities, including those who are
at risk or who have serious emotional disturbances, their
families and their service providers, through education,
encouragement and empowerment activities.

Getting that First Job
A curriculum created by the
National Family Advocacy Support and Training (FAST) Project, a
project of PACER Center: fastfamilysupport.org

© 2010, PACER Center

Getting that First Job
A curriculum created by the National Family Advocacy Support and
Training (FAST) Project

Page 3

1

Agenda
1. Straight talk about employment
2. What you need to know about
employment
3. Accommodations, disclosure, and
interviewing
4. The employer’s perspective
5. Self-employment
6. Closing thoughts, questions, and
evaluations
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A Look At Employment
• People with disabilities are 2.5 times more likely to be unemployed or
underemployed than people without disabilities
• Work experience in school, postsecondary education, and families
involved with their youth help youth be successful
• October 2018 labor force participation for 16+ year old people with
disabilities is 33% - 76.9% for people without disabilities
• October 2019 unemployment rate for 16+ year old people with a
disability was 9.2% - 4.2% for people without disabilities
• The website www.disabilitycompendium.org will update their
disability employment statistics near the end of the year

“Every youth has some skill that, if nurtured, will provide them the
opportunity to make money for the rest of their life.”
Larry Kortering
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Why Is Work Important?
Work provides:
• A feeling of worth by
contributing to society
• Meaningful days
• A place to learn social skills
and responsibility
• A way to combat isolation,
loneliness, and depression
• A role in the adult world
• Others?
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Youth with Disabilities and
Employment: What We See Today
• Youth unable to find or
keep jobs
• Jobs that don’t meet
strengths or interests
• Youth staying at home
waiting for “services” to
find them a job
• Youth not willing to
disclose a disability
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Workforce Innovation &
Opportunity Act (WIOA)
• Workforce Innovations & Opportunity
Act 2014
• Employment options
• Title I Workforce Investments: American
Job Centers
• Title IV Rehabilitation Act-VR
• Pre Employment Transition Services
(Pre-ETS)
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Today’s Labor Market
•
•
•
•
•
•

Strong competition for entry-level jobs
Concept of “entry-level” fading
Employees expected to be cross-trained
Summer months especially competitive
Interpersonal skills highly valued
WORKER SHORTAGE expected in the future
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What You Need to Know
•
•
•
•
•

Self-awareness
Career planning
Role of families
Building a resume
Disclosure and job
accommodations
• Interview tips
• Self-employment
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It All Begins with Self-awareness
• Many youth don’t know
what their disability is, or
haven’t practiced
telling others about it.
• It is crucial that youth
know how their disability
affects them in school
and on the job.
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Career Planning
Before youth begin looking for a job, ask:
• “What is your dream job?”
• “What do you need to know to do that job?”
• “What classes in school can help you learn the
skills you need?”
• “Do you like to work inside or outside?”
• “Do you have good times of the day and bad?
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Why Career Planning?
• Helps avoid poor job matches
• Helps improve transition or employment
plans such as the Individualized Education
Program (IEP)
• Helps youth begin thinking about work in
productive way
• Helps youth see a realistic, step-by-step plan
to reach long-term career goals
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How Families Can Help
Positive family involvement with
youth leads to employment
and academic success.
How to help:
• Identify strengths of youth
• Catch early signs of problems at
work
• Work on “soft skills” at home
• Maintain High Expectations of Youth
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Using Personal Networks
• Relationships, not want ads, provide the
most job opportunities.
• Everyone has a network within the
community they can use.
• Use your network to find opportunities.
• Tell service providers, such as Vocational
Rehabilitation, about leads to a job.
• How did you find your first job?
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The Resume
• We expect youth with disabilities
to follow the same process as
others to find employment.
• Every job seeker needs a resume.
• Be creative about what’s listed.
Paid employment is not the only
example of work experience and
skills.
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Volunteering
Use volunteer experiences to build work skills
and improve a resume.
• Volunteering is not a long-term solution to paid
employment
• Volunteering shows employers that youth want to
work despite lack of paid employment
• Try several experiences so youth can explore
different types of jobs
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Job Accommodations
• Allow person to perform “essential
functions” of a given job
• Are usually inexpensive and
simple to put in place
• Can lead to a positive
experience for youth
• Identifying potential
accommodations
• Can be used to demonstrate
initiative to employers when
youth know what they need
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Job Accommodation Network
(JAN)
• Use fact sheets and accommodation
examples from JAN during interview process.
• JAN includes helpful information for
employers about complying with a law
called the American with Disabilities Act
(ADA).

www.jan.wvu.edu
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Disability Disclosure
• It may be necessary for a youth to disclose a
disability during the interview process
• It’s only necessary if accommodation is needed
• Disclosure is a personal choice
• Youth should practice answering interview
questions, including questions that are illegal to ask
• Resources include: 411 On Disability Disclosure
(NCWD-Youth)
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The Interview
• Practice the basics
• Never stress the disability,
only strengths
• Avoid giving too much
information
• Coach young person on
responses to disability-related questions
• Know that although they may be allowed to
participate, parents or service providers have no
legal right to take part in the interview
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The Employer’s Perspective
Employers are looking for :
• A good attitude about working
• Honesty
• Punctuality
• Good communication skills
• Reliability
• Appropriate behavior
• Willingness to learn new things
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Self-employment
Many people with disabilities choose to start their own
small business. A small business:
• Allows people to use their true talent or passion
• Allows friends and family to help
• Is an excellent option for rural areas
• Can be planned with help from programs through
Vocational Rehabilitation and Social Security (PASS
Plans)
• Requires a viable business plan
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Self-employment Cont…

A Nevada Success Story

http://kkglassart.com/index.html

Keeping the Job
Teach youth to:
• Show up
• Take direction and
work well with others
• Be flexible

Families Can:
• Build support system at
work
• Communicate regularly
with employer and
service staff
• Know that sometimes it
just doesn’t work and
that’s OK

Page 27

9

Additional Advice
• Practice filling out job applications
• Plan for transportation
• Consider disability management
• Encourage postsecondary education
Remember, the first job should not be
the last job. Never stop expecting
great things!
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Thank you!

Statewide
Toll-Free 800.216.5188
www.nvpep.org
pepinfo@nvpep.org

Central Office
7211 W. Charleston Blvd
Las Vegas, Nevada 89117
Phone: 702.388.8899
Fax: 702.388.2966

Satellite Office
4600 Kietzke Lane,
Suite I-202
Reno, Nevada 89502
Phone: 775.448.9950
Fax: 775.448.9603

Education

Empowerment

Encouragement

Contact Information
National Family Advocacy Supports
and Training (FAST) Project:
fastfamilysupport.org
888.248.0822
(toll-free nationwide)
The FAST Project is funded by the
Administration on Developmental Disabilities
(ADD) as a Project of National Significance.

FAST is a project of:

PACER.org | 952.838.9000 | 888.248.0822
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Preparing for Employment:
On the Home Front
By Sean Roy and Beth Casper

Young people looking for their ﬁrst jobs may be overwhelmed by the process and seek help from
others. Individualized Education Program (IEP) teams can help young people with disabilities develop
a plan that includes employment goals. Schools can also help youth develop speciﬁc career skills by
guiding students to courses needed to enter a particular ﬁeld, helping students practice interviewing and
asking for employment accommodations, or offering work-based learning opportunities.
Work-based learning during the school years leads to better postschool employment outcomes
(Hughes, Moore, & Bailey, 1999). Volunteer experiences and unpaid internships, in addition to paid
employment, can be steppingstones to future employment. Youth and their families need not rely solely
on school programs to pursue such opportunities. They can do much on their own to launch the youth’s
career search. Recent studies demonstrate the effectiveness of using personal networks as a job search
strategy (Timmons, Hamner, & Boes,
2003), and highlight the fact that families
make key contributions to successful
Work-based learning during the school years leads
employment outcomes for individuals with
to better postschool employment outcomes.
disabilities (26th Institute on Rehabilitation
Issues, 2000).
There are creative ways to combine community relationships, a young person’s interests, and family
or personal networks to help a young person effectively explore work-based learning outside of school
settings. Parents may seek opportunities through co-workers, relatives, and neighbors. Moreover, parents
often know their children better than professionals do and can help their sons and daughters explore their
unique abilities, strengths, and interests—all of which may lead to an appropriate career path.
Many practical strategies for preparing a young adult with disabilities for employment are not
difﬁcult. These include such things as assigning chores at home, encouraging youth to volunteer in their
community, or keeping an eye open for employment opportunities. Families can adopt these or other
approaches within their own communities or share their ideas with the IEP team. The insights of family
members can serve as the basis for strategies and services identiﬁed in a student’s IEP transition goals.
Youth can also learn to be self-advocates in seeking a good job.

This publication is a collaborative effort of the
National Center on Secondary Education and
Transition ( NCSET) and PACER Center.

Self-Determination:Youth CanTake Control
Self-Determination: Youth Can Take Control
Ultimately, to be successful in the workplace, youth must develop skills
that allow them to become as independent as possible. Skills such as selfknowledge, goal setting, decision making, problem solving, and self-advocacy
are crucial for young people
with disabilities. These skills
are all considered aspects of
Juan: Taking the Initiative
self-determination. Research
Juan, an 18-year-old who grew up in Mexico, recently
supports the idea that youth
who leave high school with
moved to Minneapolis with his family. Although Juan
self-determination skills
dropped out of school before earning his diploma, he
have a greater chance of
achieving positive postschool
received four years of education in the United States
outcomes than those who do
and had been diagnosed with a learning disability. He
not (Wehmeyer & Schwartz,
wanted to increase his employability by gaining work
1997). Self-determined
youth will also be able to
skills and experience, but he also worried that the lack
exert greater control in the
of a diploma would be an obstacle to a job that pays
selection and use of adult
services and supports in their
well. One day a friend told him about a work program
postsecondary education and
at a local community center, and Juan decided to check
employment goals.
it out. The program was a youth employment and
Parents can help their
training program funded by the Workforce Investment
children develop selfdetermination skills by
Act (WIA). The staff helped Juan to earn his GED,
creating a supportive
increase his work-readiness skills, and understand his
environment, which allows
youth to take risks, test their
disability and how it might affect his work style. Now
abilities and limitations,
Juan feels prepared to explain his learning disability
develop their problem solving
and ask for appropriate accommodations once he is
skills, and practice positive
work habits and behaviors.
offered a job.
Although parents can do
much to launch their sons and
daughters into the work force,
their children’s future is their
own. An understanding of oneself, including how one’s health and disability
will impact work, is key to becoming an effective self-advocate and essential
to postsecondary education and employment success.
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Learning About Skills,Needs,and Interests
Starting a journey toward successful employment may seem more difﬁcult
than the journey itself. Often young people blossom once they are given a chance
to prove themselves, and a career path is more easily identiﬁed using the new
knowledge of their skills and interests.
Learning About Themselves
Parents can help organize and clarify a young person’s strengths, needs, and
interests. Keep in mind a student’s skills and preferences:
• Perceptual skills: ability to judge where, how, and if things ﬁt together.
• Interpersonal skills: attitude,
cooperation, teamwork, and
communication skills. Look
at how a student gets along
with family, people in the
community, peers, teachers,
and employers.
• Work aptitudes: ability to
remember and follow
instructions and procedures;
ability to plan, organize, and
improve with practice.
• Work behaviors: ability to
concentrate and stay on a
task and ability to remain
motivated.
• Interests: personal goals
and interests, hobbies, leisuretime activities, academics,
and favorite and least-favorite
subjects.
• Cognitive skills: reading and
math skills, concept formation,
thinking style, and problem
solving abilities.
• Motor skills: using one’s
hands, eye/hand coordination,
ﬁne motor skills, and mobility.
(PACER, 2003)

Maria: What Kind of Job Do I Want?
Maria, 18, wanted to get a summer job, but didn’t she know
what she wanted to do. Her father realized the importance
of ﬁnding employment for Maria that suited her strengths
and interests. He knew that, because of her developmental
disability, Maria might not be successful in a job where
she felt pressured or one where she had to follow multiple
directives. Before Maria started looking for summer
employment, she and her father explored her expectations
for a career. They were able to identify that Maria preferred
to work outside, in a casual environment, and have a ﬂexible
schedule. Maria also expressed concerns that she would
not be able to count change; she did not want to work as a
cashier. With this information, Maria and her father started
the job search and found a part-time position at a tree farm.
The time Maria and her father spent talking about careers,
her interests, and her likes and dislikes helped her focus the
job search and ﬁnd a summer job she really liked. It also
gave her a head start on developing an Individual Plan for
Employment with the counselor from the state vocational
rehabilitation agency that she will begin working with in
the fall.

It is also important to talk with
a young person about his or her dreams. A young person should answer questions
such as: What do I do well? What is hard for me? What do I like to do?
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Résumé Basics:Work Experience and References
Adam: Résumé and References
Adam, who is 14 and has Down Syndrome, was too young to
have a job, but he was eagerly looking forward to ﬁnding a job
the following year. He had learned about résumés in school but
wondered what he could list on one since he had no previous
employment. However, Adam had been mowing several lawns
in the neighborhood, and his mother suggested that he ask
some of his clients for a reference letter. After making sure that
he was on time and did a good job with every lawn all summer,
Adam asked his neighbors if they might provide him with
letters. To his amazement everyone was willing. He was proud
of the letters that highlighted his hard work and his traits of
being prompt and considerate. The next summer he took the
letters with him to an interview at a lawn-care service. The
manager was extremely impressed and offered Adam a job.

Putting Together a Résumé
Paid work experience is not
the only thing that makes a job
applicant’s résumé appealing to an
employer. Employers appreciate
a young person who shows the
motivation to do a good job.
Youth who may be too young
or not ready for a paid job can
create a résumé and gain valuable
experience by doing jobs around
the house or neighborhood or
by volunteering even for a day.
Including a list of informational
interviews conducted by youth in
a résumé can also help document
an individual’s initiative as well as
vocational education experiences.
Parents can help youth identify the
types of experiences that may be
included in the youth’s résumé.

Shayla: Looking Ahead
Shayla, 20, has a chronic health condition. She currently works 12 hours a week busing
tables at a restaurant. She appreciates having the job and the spending money it provides,
but she is also interested in exploring other vocations. At school, she participated in a
career interest assessment, which her parents helped her complete. The assessment noted
that she would enjoy the responsibility and organization of ofﬁce work. Shayla agreed and
asked her parents if they knew anyone who worked in an ofﬁce. She had learned about
informational interviews in school and wanted to conduct one with someone who worked
in her ﬁeld of interest. Her uncle, a warehouse shipping supervisor, arranged for Shayla to
speak to the ofﬁce manager. Not only did she learn about ofﬁce work, she also gained an
experience to add to her résumé. Shayla is currently taking ofﬁce skills classes in school
and plans to look for an ofﬁce job when she graduates.

4

Combining Formal and Natural Supports
Job Satisfaction and Long-Term Goals
Matching a person’s strengths and interests to a job is important to
ensuring long-term success and job satisfaction (Dawis, 1987; Jagger,
Neukrug, & McAuliffe, 1992; Mank, 2003).
Youth should explore vocations that interest them.
Matching youth with jobs that suit their interests
Barbara: Personal Connections Build
and strengths is one way to promote success in the
Natural Supports
workplace.
Barbara, 16, has a moderate cognitive disability.
She was very excited about having a job but
Combining Formal and Natural Supports
required a certain level of on-the-job training
Many youth with signiﬁcant disabilities use job
and supervision to be successful. A job coach
coaches, assistive technology, and/or workplace
was not available through her special education
accommodations when entering employment.
program, and Barbara did not yet qualify for other
These formal supports can be provided or funded
services to pay for a job coach. One day while
by service providers from special education, county
social services, waiver programs, vocational
grocery shopping, Barbara’s mother noticed her
rehabilitation, or developmental disabilities
arranging disheveled stock on the shelves and
systems. Formal supports can be short term or
tending to empty shopping carts. The next day
extend long into the course of an individual’s
Barbara’s mother called the store and spoke to the
employment. Parents and youth should also be
manager. The manager knew that Barbara’s family
aware of natural supports that may be available in
were long-time customers and was willing to give
the workplace. Natural supports include training,
Barbara a job on a trial basis. The manager was
job sharing, mentoring, and ﬂexible scheduling.
also willing to recruit other workers in the store
An example of a natural support is when a more
to act as Barbara’s support staff. Now, Barbara
experienced employee helps a co-worker solve a
problem. Natural supports are provided directly
not only has a job, but she has also gained many
by the employer (not an outside agency) and
friends who help her every day. She doesn’t need
may be generally available to employees who are
much help now that she has mastered most of the
not disabled. Natural supports are appealing to
daily tasks of her work at the store.
employers because they are generally low cost.
They are also appealing to people with disabilities
and their families because they promote normal
interaction and relationships with co-workers.
Involving co-workers in support of employment is important even when
an individual requires formal supports from an outside agency. Employees
with disabilities who receive natural supports from coworkers are more likely
to have more typical work roles, higher wages, and positive relationships
with co-workers (Mank, 2003). It may require some effort to ﬁnd the right
situation for a person who needs extra support on the job, but once in place,
a system of natural supports can increase the feelings of accomplishment and
independence on the job for a person with a disability.
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UsingYour Personal Network
Using Your Personal Network
Most people have a circle of contacts within a community. Relatives,
friends, co-workers, and people who own or work at the grocery stores,
restaurants, or other businesses regularly patronized by a family can have
potential job leads. Think outside of your close friends and acquaintances.
The personal contacts of
John: Spreading the Word
IEP team members may
John, a 16-year-old with spina biﬁda, was hoping to ﬁnd
also lead to independent
job opportunities. The
a summer job. Spanish was both a strong interest and an
vast majority of jobs are
academic strength of John’s, and he had previously identiﬁed
gained not by responding
improving his Spanish language ability as an IEP goal.
to an advertisement in
He hoped to ﬁnd a summer job that would help him build
the newspaper, but by
his Spanish-speaking skills. Because he uses a wheelchair,
using contacts. Using
John would also need to ﬁnd a setting that was wheelchair
this method can also help
accessible. He mentioned his goal at his IEP meeting his junior
identify safe and familiar
year. A district administrator attending John’s IEP meeting
work site locations. Don’t
was a close friend of a principal at a Spanish immersion
despair if this method
does not yield results
elementary school that conducted an annual summer camp in
right away. Sometimes
a school building that had recently been renovated to meet the
notifying friends and
accessibility standards of the Americans with Disabilities Act.
acquaintances will prompt
Hearing of John’s interest, the administrator called her friend,
them to think of you
who welcomed the idea of having a student volunteer. Personal
when a job opportunity
connections helped create a successful volunteer opportunity
arises in the future.
for John at the summer camp—and eventually a part-time job
the following year.
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Josh: Getting By With a Little Help From Friends
Josh is a 16-year-old with a signiﬁcant learning disability. He is also an avid sports fan.
Josh received special education services in school. He identiﬁed the goal of exploring
employment opportunities in a sports-related ﬁeld with his IEP team during the school
year. When Josh expressed an interest in ﬁnding a summer job, he and his parents began
his job search by brainstorming ideas for jobs he might like—such as working at a health
club, selling sports equipment, or working at the baseball stadium, or a park and recreation
summer program. Next, he and his parents mapped a network of contacts, identifying
relatives, friends, and co-workers, who might have leads. In all they listed 20 people
they could ask about opportunities for Josh. The husband of a co-worker knew of a parttime opening as a golf course attendant. Josh was able to land the job. Josh was thrilled,
because he loves watching Tiger Woods on television.

Unpaid Work Experience Can Lead to Paid Jobs
Building Conﬁdence Through
Volunteering
Learning on the job is the best way to
develop job skills. However, young people
with disabilities may need help obtaining
real work experience. School guidance
counselors, religious leaders, or friends
may know of job shadowing, volunteer,
or internship opportunities for youth.
When young people feel too insecure to
ﬁnd volunteer work on their own, parents
or other family members can help them
overcome their initial anxiety by offering
to volunteer together. Through experience,
youth will see they have the ability to work
on their own.
Where to Find More Information
on Work-based Learning:
National Center on Secondary
Education and Transition (NCSET):
www.ncset.org
PACER Center:
www.pacer.org/swift
National Collaborative on
Workforce and Disability for Youth:
www.ncwd-youth.info

Calvin: Volunteering Opens Doors
Calvin, 16, was looking for his ﬁrst job but was having
difﬁculty ﬁnding one. Jobs in his neighborhood were scarce.
Although he had a hearing impairment, he did not receive
services that would help him ﬁnd a part-time job after school
hours. One evening, Calvin’s mother mentioned his situation
to a cousin, who works as the kitchen supervisor for a local
retirement residence. Calvin’s cousin suggested that Calvin
gain some work experience by volunteering there on the
weekends. At ﬁrst Calvin only prepared for and cleaned up
after lunches on Saturdays, but soon he was asked if he could
work more hours. Calvin was such a hard worker that he was
offered a paying position in the kitchen. Now, because of his
upbeat attitude and strong work ethic, he is a favorite among
staff and residents.
Robert: Volunteer Experiences Build a Résumé
Robert is an active 15-year-old with Attention Deﬁcit
Disorder. Over the summer, students in Robert’s high school
work-skills class were encouraged to add one volunteer work
experience to their résumé. One day, Robert’s brother saw an
ad recruiting volunteers to work at an upcoming marathon.
Robert loves spending time in the out of doors, but was
nervous about responding on his own. He agreed, however,
when his brother said he would volunteer along with him.
Both brothers were assigned responsibility for ﬁlling and
distributing water at a point on the race route. Robert had
so much fun that worked by himself at three other races and
one family-fun day at the health club that summer. Robert
impressed his work-skills teacher by having ﬁve volunteer
experiences on his résumé. He continues to volunteer and has
applied for a paying position at the health club.

Summary
Youth with disabilities who participate
in quality work-based learning activities have more successful post-school
outcomes, including employment and further education. Real-life work
experiences help a young person develop important “soft skills” such as teamwork
and time management, make career decisions, network with potential employers,
and develop job skills relevant to future employment. They also help youth
assess the impact of their disability in an employment setting and learn what job
accommodations they need in the workplace. Using their combined resources,
youth, families, and IEP teams can ensure that work-based learning opportunities
are a good match with a student’s individual interests, strengths, and needs. These
experiences not only help youth to build their résumés, but provide the foundation
for a life of increased earning and self determination.
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How is your youth going to acquire needed work skills? Be intentional about action steps you will take to help your
youth.
Please check at least 3 boxes.
















Make sure work readiness or work experience is incorporated into IEP
Explore opportunities for volunteering in the community
Make chores at home an expectation
Look into job shadowing experience
Look for people your child can interview about their jobs
Practice interpersonal skills in the community
Write down expectations of appropriate attire and hygiene and teach if necessary
Give opportunities to display leadership and self-direction
Be clear when tasks need to be done in a timely manner and practice if necessary
Practice taking verbal directions at home
Enforce expectations of personal responsibility at home (waking up on time, homework, etc.) by creating a plan
Practice phone skills by having youth call for information about a community business
Have your youth keep a calendar of his/her activities; medical appointments, school work due, youth spiritual activities,
fun happenings, athletic events etc.
Other:
Other:

Job Search Checklist
Here are some components of the job search to consider for your youth. Use this checklist as a reminder of strategies
you can use to help your youth become employed:


















Have discussion with your youth about career interests
Help your youth explore various jobs within chosen career area
Arrange for an informational interview with a job manager from your community and write a brief note of thanks
Work with IEP team to incorporate career interests into IEP
Work with IEP team to build work readiness, reading, math, and computer skills
Begin discussion about what agencies can provide work supports (adults)
Help your youth create a resume
Help your youth fill resume with paid work, volunteering, job shadowing, and personal interests
Consider people in your personal network to help identify job opportunities
Gather job applications
Create sample application for your youth to use as an example
Practice basic interview questions with your youth
If youth has an apparent disability, practice what he or she will say about his or her disability
Make sure your youth has appropriate clothing and knows what to wear for a job interview
Help your youth write follow-up thank you note to person who interviewed him or her
Practice working on automated job applications using the computer
Consider what job accommodations your youth may need on the job



If transitioning out of school, begin interviewing potential job support providers and talk with Vocational Rehabilitation
Services
Maintain high expectations that your youth will become employed!
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Family Expectations
and Involvement for
Youth with Disabilities
By Lynn Newman
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) has brought an increased
awareness of the importance of family-school connections by focusing on the
integral role parents play in assisting their children’s learning, encouraging
parents to be actively involved in their children’s education, and including, for
the first time in the history of federal education legislation, a specific statutory
definition of parent involvement.
The evidence is persuasive and consistent that families play a critical role in
nurturing their children’s educational growth (Fan & Chen, 2001; Henderson
& Berla, 1994; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2003). Family support for
learning is important for all students, but it may be particularly important for
children with disabilities. One of the main tenets of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, last amended in 2004 (IDEA 2004) has been parents’
participation in decision-making related to their children’s education. However,
despite legislative support for parental involvement, little information has been
available until now to examine the actual level of family support for education
that is given to middle- and high-school-age students with disabilities.
The National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2) provides the first national picture of the involvement of families in the educational development of
their secondary-school-age children with disabilities.1 This Data Brief describes
family involvement at home and at school, including a comparison of levels of
involvement for families of youth with disabilities with those for families in the
general population. It also discusses involvement in a school-based activity that
is specific to families of youth with disabilities: participation in individualized
education program (IEP) meetings. Finally, parent expectations for their children’s attainment of postsecondary education and independence are highlighted.
1

This publication is available online at

www.ncset.org

NLTS2 has a nationally representative sample of more than 11,000 youth who on December
1, 2000, were ages 13 through 16, receiving special education, and in at least seventh grade.
Information from NLTS2 is weighted to represent youth with disabilities nationally as a group,
as well as youth in each of the 12 federal special education disability categories used in NLTS2.
The information reported here was gathered from parents/guardians of NLTS2 youth in telephone interviews or through mail questionnaires in the spring and summer of 2001.

The NLTS2 Data Brief is produced by the National Center on Secondary Education and Transition
(NCSET), in partnership with the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2).
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Involvement at Home
Families of most students with disabilities are very
involved in supporting their children’s educational development at home. Most families report
regularly talking with their children about school
(82%) and helping with homework at least once a
week (75%; Exhibit 1). One in five families provide homework assistance as often as five or more
times per week.
Students with disabilities are more likely to
receive help with homework than are their peers in
the general population. The difference in homework support is especially apparent for those who
receive frequent help: students with disabilities
are five times as likely as their peers in the general
population to receive homework assistance frequently (Exhibit 2). Only 4% of secondary school
students in the general population receive help
with homework five or more times a week, compared with 21% of youth with disabilities who receive homework assistance that often. At the other
end of the homework-help spectrum—students
who rarely receive help—students in the general
population are almost twice as likely as those with
disabilities to receive homework assistance never or
rarely. Almost half (45%) of students in the general population receive homework help less than
once a week; in contrast, only 24% of those with
disabilities receive such infrequent assistance.
Family involvement in the education-related
activities at home measured by NLTS2 varies
across disability categories. Youth with emotional
disturbances are among the least likely to receive
Exhibit 1: Involvement at Home of Families of
Secondary School Students with Disabilities
Percentage of parents who:
Regularly talk with
youth about school

82

Help with homework:
5 or more times a week

21

3-4 times a week

21

1-2 times a week
Less than once a week
Never

33
13
12

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews.

Exhibit 2: Frequency of Receiving Help with
Homework for Secondary School Students with
Disabilities and in the General Population
Percentage of parents who help with homework
5 or more times a week
Less than once a week

21

Youth with
disabilities

4***
24
45***

Youth in
the general
population

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews and U.S. Department of
Education, NCES, National Household Education Survey, 1996 parent
survey (responses calculated for youth ages 13-17).
Statistical significance: ***p<.001.

help with homework. Families of youth with emotional disturbances are the least likely to help with
homework frequently (18%) and the most likely
to provide homework assistance less than once a
week (36%). Students with multiple disabilities,
autism, or orthopedic impairments receive the
most frequent homework assistance, with 31% to
36% helped five or more times a week, compared
with 20% of those with learning disabilities.

Involvement in
School-Based Activities
Families of secondary-school-age students with
disabilities participate in a wide range of schoolbased activities, including schoolwide meetings
(e.g., back-to-school nights or PTA meetings),
conferences with individual teachers, student
or class activities (e.g., attending science fairs or
musical performances), and volunteering at school
(e.g., chaperoning class field trips or serving on
school committees) (Exhibit 3).
Overall, 93% participate in at least one of these
types of school-based activities. Approximately
three out of four parents report attending school
meetings (77%) and parent-teacher conferences
(73%). Almost two-thirds (62%) report attending
school or class events. Parents also report volunteering at school, although to a lesser extent than
other types of school-based involvement, with
about one-quarter volunteering.
Among parents of youth with disabilities who
participate in school activities, the frequency of
their involvement varies by type of activity. Parents
who participate are most frequently at the school
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Exhibit 3: Involvement in School-Based Activities
by Families of Secondary School Students with
Disabilities and in the General Population
Percentage of parents participating
77
70***

General school meeting
Parent-teacher
conference

73
56***
62
59

School or class event
Volunteer

24
26

Any of the four activities

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews and U.S.
Department of Education, NCES, National Household
Education Survey, 1996 parent survey (responses
calculated for youth ages 13-17).
Statistical significance: ***p<.001.

93
86***
Youth with
disabilities
Youth in
the general
population

for school or class events, such as science fairs,
student performances, sports activities, and awards
assemblies. Of those who attend school or class
events, 45% report attending five or more events
during a school year.
Families of students with disabilities are as
involved as their peers in the general population; and, for some types of school-based activities—general school meetings (77% vs. 70%) and
parent-teacher conferences (73% vs. 56%)—they
are more involved (Exhibit 3).
Family involvement in educational activities at
school varies by disability category, with more variation in attending a school or class event or volunteering at school than in attending a general school
meeting. Families of students with speech or orthopedic impairments are consistently among the most
likely to participate in school meetings (82% and
78%) or in school or class events (68% and 68%),
or to volunteer at the school (32% and 34%).
Families of students with emotional disturbances
or mental retardation are among the least likely
to participate in three of the four types of schoolbased activities—school meetings (72% and 72%),
events (50% and 57%), and volunteering (15% and
21%)—but they are among the most likely to attend parent-teacher conferences (73% and 74%).

Involvement in the Individualized
Education Program (IEP) Process
Participation in the development of their children’s
IEP is a type of family-school partnership specific
to families of students with disabilities who qualify
for special education services. Nearly 9 out of 10
parents of secondary-school-age students with
disabilities (88%) report participating in at least
one IEP meeting in the current or prior school
year (Exhibit 4). Teachers’ perceptions of parents’
involvement in their children’s IEP meetings are
consistent with parents’ reports of their own involvement. According to teachers, 83% of parents
had attended the most recent IEP meeting in the
current school year. Although this is slightly lower
than the parent-reported attendance rate of 88%,
some difference would be expected since teachers’
reports are for a 1-year period instead of the 2-year
period reported by parents.
Family attendance at IEP meetings does not
always ensure active participation in the decisionmaking process. Slightly more than half of the
families report being involved in developing IEP
goals. When asked how they feel about their family’s involvement in decisions about their children’s
IEP, about one-third want to be more involved.
Families of students with other health impairments (96%) or traumatic brain injuries (96%)
Exhibit 4: Family Involvement in IEP DecisionMaking

Percentage

Family attendance at an
IEP meeting in the
current or prior school year

88

IEP goals primarily developed by:
45

School
33

School and family
Family/youth

21

Parent perception of family's
level of involvement in
IEP decision-making:
Right amount 										
Wanted more
Wanted less 1
Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews.

34

65
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are among those most likely to attend IEP meetings. Families of students with mental retardation
(85%) or speech impairments (86%) are among
those least likely to attend IEP meetings.

Family Expectations
NLTS2 findings suggest that family expectations
for the future help shape the academic engagement and achievement of youth with disabilities,
irrespective of the nature of the youth’s disabilities
and their levels of functioning. If other factors
are equal, youth with disabilities whose parents
expect them to go on to postsecondary education
after high school have more positive engagement
and achievements while in high school than youth
whose parents do not share that optimism for the
future (Newman, 2005).
A majority of youth with disabilities, but not all,
have parents who expect them to experience future
success in many aspects of education and independence. When parents were asked how likely
they thought it was that their adolescent children
with disabilities would reach several independence
milestones,2 85% or more expect their children
“definitely” or “probably” will graduate from high
school with a regular diploma and live independently (Exhibit 5). Although virtually all youth
(97%) are expected to be able to find paid employment, parents are somewhat less certain that these
jobs will pay enough for youth to achieve financial
independence. Four out of five youth are expected
to be able to support themselves financially, without family or government support.
Exhibit 5: Family Expectations for Youth's Future
Independence
Percentage of youth expected* to:
Live away from home
without supervision

85

Get a paid job**
Be financially
self-supporting

Parents of youth with disabilities also are
optimistic about their children’s graduation from
high school with a regular diploma; 85% expect
youth will “definitely” or “probably” achieve this
milestone (Exhibit 6). Parents are far less confident that youth will attend and graduate from
postsecondary school. About three of five youth
are expected to further their education after high
school. Fewer than half are expected to complete
a postsecondary vocational, technical, or trade
school (46%), or a 2-year college (47%). Expectations regarding graduation from a 4-year college
are lower, with approximately one-third expected
to complete this type of institution.
Youth with disabilities are much less likely to
be expected to continue their education after high
school than are their peers in the general population (62% vs. 92%).3 Parents of youth with disabilities also are markedly less positive than other
parents about youth’s graduating from a 4-year
college; 36% of those with disabilities are expected
“definitely” or “probably” to complete a 4-year
college program, whereas 88% of their peers in the
general population are expected to receive a 4-year
college diploma.
As with most aspects of youth’s experiences, these
expectations are not shared equally by all youth
with disabilities. Expectations for postsecondary
education enrollment is relatively high for youth
Exhibit 6: Family Expectations for Youth's Future
Educational Attainment
Percentage of youth expected* to:
Graduate from high school
with a regular diploma

85

Attend postsecondary
school

62

Complete a postsecondary
vocational or technical
program

46

Graduate from a 2-year/
community college

47

97
83

Graduate from a 4-year
college

36

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews
* Combines "definitely" and "probably will" responses.
** Youth who have had a paid job are included as "definitely will."

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews.
* Combines "definitely" and "probably will" responses.

2

3

Possible responses were “definitely will,” “probably will,”
“probably won’t,” and “definitely won’t.”

Figures for the general population were calculated from the
1999 National Household Education Survey. Data are for
13- to 17-year-olds.
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with speech/language or hearing or visual impairments. On all dimensions of independence, youth
with learning disabilities or speech impairments are
the most likely to be expected “definitely” to attain
independence milestones. Lower educational and
independence expectations are particularly common for youth with mental retardation, autism,
multiple disabilities, and deaf-blindness.

Conclusion
NLTS2 provides a national picture of families’
involvement at home and at school in support of
their children’s education during the secondary
school years, and families’ expectations for their
children’s future achievements. Families of secondary-school-age students with disabilities are actively
involved both at home and at school. Compared
with their peers in the general population, families
of students with disabilities are more involved in
assisting with homework, and they are as involved,
and at times more involved, in school-based activities. In addition, many families of youth with disabilities hold high expectations for their children’s
future success in several aspects of education and
independence, which have been shown to relate to
higher engagement and achievement among students with disabilities while in high school. Longitudinal analyses in subsequent waves of NLTS2
will shed light on how parent roles unfold over a
period of years and how family involvement and
expectations affect later outcomes as youth with
disabilities transition from school to early adult life.
The author is part of the NLTS2 research team at the
Center for Education and Human Services, SRI International.
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COLLABORATIVE PARTNERS
• Center for Workforce Development, the
Institute for Educational Leadership
• Disability Studies & Services Center, the
Academy for Educational Development
• National Conference of State Legislatures
• National Youth Employment Coalition
• National Association of Workforce Boards
• National Center on Secondary Education &
Transition, the University of Minnesota
• TransCen, Inc.

National Collaborative on

WORKFORCE
and

DISABILITY
FOR YOUTH

(NCWD/Youth)

• InfoUse

he National Collaborative on Workforce
and Disability for Youth (NCWD/Youth)
is composed of partners with expertise in
disability, education, employment, and workforce
development policy and practice. NCWD/Youth is
housed at the Institute for Educational Leadership in Washington, DC. The Collaborative,
funded through the U.S. Department of Labor’s
Office of Disability Employment Policy, is charged
with assisting state and local workforce development systems to integrate youth with disabilities
into their service strategies. NCWD/Youth
recognizes that to achieve this, it needs to:

T

*****************************

NCWD/Youth
1-877-871-0744 (toll free)
1-877-871-0665 (TTY toll free)
www.ncwd-youth.info
Collaborative@iel.org
*****************************

1) Improve State & Local Policy
2) Strengthen Workforce Development
Service Delivery
3) Improve Knowledge, Skills, & Abilities
of Direct Service Workers
Funded under a grant supported by the Office of
Disability Employment Policy of the U.S. Department
of Labor, grant # E-9-4-1-0070. The opinions contained
in this publication are those of the grantee/contractor
and do not necessarily reflect those of the
U.S. Department of Labor.

NAVIGATING THE
ROAD TO WORK:
Making the Connections
Between Youth with
Disabilities & Employment

Change is a process. NCWD/Youth’s work to integrate youth with disabilities into
the workforce development system is described in these stages of change.
Understand the Basics
Why was NCWD/Youth created? Youth with disabilities, especially those with significant disabilities, deserve better education and employment
outcomes.
• One-third of students with disabilities do not
finish high school.
• Only one-third of young people with disabilities
who need job training receive it.
• Only a quarter of young people who need life
skills training, tutoring, interpreting, or personal
counseling receive these services.
• More than half of all young people with
emotional disabilities are arrested at least once
within three to five years of exiting school.
• People with disabilities enroll in postsecondary
education at half the rate of the general
population.

Navigate the System
NCWD/Youth is working to improve the workforce
development system for all, while focusing on policies and practices that enhance services for youth
with disabilities. Improving policies and practices
for all youth helps youth with disabilities. Similarly
lessons learned from transition programs serving
youth with disabilities can inform the development
of better programs and services for all youth.
Certain challenges and supports must be
addressed for youth with disabilities to succeed
and for workforce development professionals to
better understand how to serve them. All youth,
including youth with disabilities, need:

• Opportunities to develop social, civic, and
leadership skills;
• Strong connections to caring adults;
• Access to safe places to interact with peers;
and,
• Support services to become independent adults.
The following four design features are needed for
effective transition programs:
• Preparatory experiences
• Connecting activities

• Access to high-quality standards-based
education, regardless of setting;

• Work-based experiences

• Information about career options;

Details on these design features and how to use
them are available at www.ncwd-youth.info and in
Collaborative publications.

• Exposure to the world of work;

• Leadership development

• Only 26 percent of working age adults with
disabilities have a job or their own business.
Discover Innovative Strategies
NCWD/Youth also seeks to improve services to
youth with disabilities by identifying quality workforce development strategies from the field. In
Pro-Bank, a feature of the NCWD/Youth web site
(www.ncwd-youth.info), effective practices have
been collected from workforce development programs that have youth development principles at
their core and an independently-validated record
of program effectiveness. Pro-Bank and the other
activities of NCWD/Youth are designed to share
and spread effective research-based practices
that improve workforce development systems for
all youth.

