An employment-based interview with Sharon Lewis, commissioner of the Administration on Intellectual Developmental Disabilities (AIDD) at the Administration for Children and Families.
Why is it important for people with disabilities to have access to employment opportunities?
For the same reasons that employment is important to the vast majority of adults in this country, regardless of disability! Employment is not only the means to economic self-sufficiency, it also is an important way for people with disabilities to contribute as fully-participating members of their communities, to build a network of social relationships and to create opportunities for lifelong learning. The confidence and growth that comes with successful employment are tremendous, and the empowerment that comes with controlling your own resources is an important part of living a self-determined life.

What are some of the barriers people with developmental disabilities face with employment opportunities?
While we are close to celebrating 50 years since the passage of the first version of the Developmental Disabilities Act, and it has been over 22 years since the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act, less than 28% of working-age adults with disabilities are currently employed, and the number of people with ID/DD who are working in competitive, integrated employment is even lower.

There are many reasons for this. Graduation rates, a key indicator for employment success, hover around 30% for students with intellectual disabilities. Higher education opportunities for students with ID/DD are extremely limited. Supports and services to ensure success in competitive integrated employment are not always prioritized. Families struggle with the interdependencies of facilitating and supporting a meaningful day for family members with ID/DD, while simultaneously trying to maintain their own employment. Transportation is also frequently a barrier in many communities. 

Even with all of those difficult issues, I still believe the culture of low expectations and attitudinal barriers that people with ID/DD face every single day – in schools, in our communities, in the workplace and sometimes even perpetuated by well-meaning families, continue to be one of the biggest challenges that self-advocates confront. 
What do you think some of the key determinants are for people with disabilities to have success in employment opportunities?

There are several important characteristics that seem to be common in many success stories. People with ID/DD, who are enjoying employment in competitive integrated jobs have: 

· Been encouraged to have high expectations with the support of educators, allies and family.

· Participated in person-centered thinking and planning in making decisions based upon desires, strengths and choices and in ensuring the availability of natural and paid supports necessary for employment success.

· Developed social capital and a network of contacts through community involvement and inclusion.

· Found a welcoming employer who sees how a person can contribute in their environment.

· Understood the needs of the employer and matched the strengths and talents of the person with a disability to those needs.

· Started early! Youth with intellectual and developmental disabilities who participate in work-based experiences during high school are more likely to find success in competitive, integrated employment.

What types of employment options should we encourage?

Integrated employment in the general labor market with competitive wages and benefits is the goal. This would mean that people with disabilities are employed in the same manner as most working Americans – in our stores, offices, businesses and other places in our communities, not working in sheltered workshops or enclaves. 

How do you support the development of options for integrated employment through the state networks at AIDD?
AIDD is working across the country to encourage employment options in several ways. Last October AIDD awarded Partnerships in Employment Systems Change grants to six states, and we are in the process of awarding two more. In each of these eight states, consortia including policy leaders from education, vocational rehabilitation, ID/DD services and members of the AIDD network are working together to improve state systems to increase competitive employment outcomes for youth and young adults with developmental and intellectual disabilities. 

AIDD has also established a formal agreement with the Office on Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) at the US Department of Labor to work together to further our coordination of resources and efforts to promote the concept of “Employment First.” Many states already have resolved to implement policies that promote integrated employment as the first option of service for individuals with intellectual and other developmental disabilities through the establishment of Employment First initiatives. Both ODEP and AIDD support these initiatives and other efforts to change states’ employment systems by providing technical assistance, training and capacity building support.

For more information on Employment First, visit http://www.dol.gov/odep/topics/EmploymentFirst.htm.

How many of the AIDD state network entities (DD Councils, P&As and UCEDDs) are working toward improving employment outcomes for people with developmental disabilities?
Most of the AIDD network is working hard to improve integrated community-based employment opportunities at competitive wages for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Approximately two-thirds of the ADD network entities report active engagement related to improving employment outcomes for people with developmental disabilities through a broad range of activities including direct support for individuals with disabilities seeking employment, development of state and local policies and practices, protection of employment rights, data collection and analysis and training initiatives. A few examples include:

· UCEDDs and/or DD Councils in multiple states are working with state ID/DD agencies to establish “Employment First” as a guiding principle in policy and systems change. Employment first is an approach that is underway in many states that focuses upon integrated, community-based employment as the first option and priority goal for individuals with intellectual and other developmental disabilities. States that have adopted this approach ensure that vocational rehabilitation, home and community-based service providers and educational service systems work together in developing strategies across programs so individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities are supported to access integrated, community-based employment opportunities.

· Project SEARCH is a nationally recognized education, training and internship program leading to integrated, competitive employment for students with significant disabilities.  Currently seven DD Councils and three UCEDDs are supporting Project SEARCH. In addition, we host DC-area Project SEARCH interns here at the US Department of Health and Human Services.

· Multiple studies indicate that self-determination status is a predictor of quality of life and is positively correlated with improved employment, independent living and community inclusion outcomes, and so AIDD has committed funding to a consortium of five University Centers for Excellence on Developmental Disabilities to lead a self-determination national training initiative, the “National Gateway to Self-Determination.”  The purpose of this project is to enable self-advocates, family members, professionals, agencies and University Centers to “scale-up” efforts that promote self-determination throughout the lifespan and thereby positively affect individual outcomes.  One component is a focus on the relationship between self-determination and employment, as self-determination is an essential element for enhancing individual control and involvement in employment and ultimately job satisfaction and success.  The self-determination project is providing training related to self-determination, developing evidence-based practices and supporting the translation of research into practice.

· In order to provide more students the opportunity to attend quality college programs that support students with intellectual disabilities to participate in comprehensive, inclusive educational experiences integrated into institutions of higher education across the country, AIDD is investing in the Consortium to Enhance Postsecondary Education for Individuals with Developmental Disabilities project.  The Consortium is providing training and technical assistance to institutions of higher education, conducting research and disseminating information on promising practices that support individuals with intellectual disabilities to access postsecondary education, resulting in improved long-term independent living and employment outcomes. More information is available at their website, www.thinkcollege.net.

What is Employment First and how is AIDD supporting the national and local efforts to implement an Employment First policy?
“Employment First” is the implementation of policies that promote integrated employment as the first option of service for individuals with disabilities across multiple systems. 

How will you be partnering with the US Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy to increase employment of individuals with disabilities?
On July 17 of this year, Kathleen Martinez, assistant secretary of Labor for Disability Employment Policy, and I, signed a memorandum of agreement to expand and promote integrated employment as the first employment option for individuals with significant, including intellectual and other developmental, disabilities.

Assistant Secretary Martinez described this milestone well when she said “This agreement is an opportunity for ODEP and AIDD to work together to further disability employment practices and support state efforts to transform public systems, so that they reflect integrated employment as a priority outcome for citizens with significant disabilities”. 
The partnership between the two federal agencies will further our coordination of resources and efforts so that the concept of “Employment First” is more broadly embraced. Many states have already resolved to implement policies that promote integrated employment as the first option of service for individuals with intellectual and other developmental disabilities through the establishment of Employment First initiatives. Both ODEP and AIDD support these initiatives and other efforts to change states’ employment systems by providing technical assistance, training and capacity-building support. We are very excited about working together with the ODEP to improve employment outcomes. We believe that access to competitive, integrated employment is integral to our efforts at the Administration for Community Living. Without a meaningful career path, people with disabilities cannot achieve the goals of independent living, full participation in community or economic self-sufficiency.

“Employment First” -- http://www.dol.gov/odep/topics/EmploymentFirst.htm
Are there helpful resources in each state to help people find employment opportunities?
Each state is different, but there are federally-supported employment and training resources available in every state, including those offered through one-stop employment centers, vocational rehabilitation agencies, social security work incentive programs and more. Your AIDD Network (DD Council, UCEDD, P&A) should be able to provide information about resources specific to your state.

Can you tell us a good story about someone getting employment?
I would like to tell you about a remarkable young man, Patrick, from Wisconsin.  Like many young people, Patrick got his first job at 16.  Patrick’s first job came the same way most of us get a job – a great work ethic, dedication, a terrific attitude and a social network derived from community involvement. 

Patrick met his boss, Todd, at a retreat where Todd had the opportunity to see first-hand Patrick’s work ethic, attention to detail and generous spirit.  At the end of the retreat, Todd told Patrick’s dad, Brian that he would like Patrick to apply for a job at his packaging business in Menomonee Falls, WI.
As a high school sophomore, Patrick started working 3-hour shifts, three days a week after school. His starting pay was $8.50 in 2005.  Five years later, Patrick is considered the star of his unit.  He assembles boxes and can work about twice as fast as the average box assembler – he holds the assembly record. This has increased the overall productivity of Todd’s organization. Patrick is able to work in different parts of the organization, filling in when another area is short-staffed, doing marketing and label packaging, for example. He gets regular raises and shares in all the company perks.
This is a success story of a typical young man, starting his career and achieving great success through his hard work and dedication. Why is this story significant?  Patrick is a young adult with Down syndrome, who is working in integrated employment, earning a competitive wage and benefits.  

There are thousands of great stories of people with disabilities going to work and earning a living every day. There is no one job, company or setting that has all the answers or produces all the good stories. The examples of success are innovative and creative and complementary to the skills and gifts each worker brings to the work place. Success is individual, and it is critical to find the right match, including the right supports, and to recognize the individual strengths of and possibilities for an employee.  
More stories of people with disabilities finding successful and meaningful employment may be found online at:  Real Work Stories, http://realworkstories.org/ and Alliance for Full Participation,

http://www.allianceforfullparticipation.org/success-stories/employment-success-stories
For more information on the Administration on Intellectual Developmental Disabilities (AIDD) at the Administration for Children and Families, visit http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/aidd/
