
 
Study Guide for Solving the Employment Puzzle 

Section 4 
In the Independent Living Movement, self-determination has also been called: “Nothing About Us 
Without Us”. Self-determination skills include self-knowledge, goal setting, decision making, problem 
solving and self-advocacy. It is crucial for students with disabilities to develop, practice, and apply self-
determination skills in the relative safety of family and high school settings. The process of becoming a 
self-determined individual is one of gaining control over one’s life. This process becomes a life-skill that 
will serve students for all of their adult lives. Youth who leave high school with self-determination skills 
have a greater chance of achieving positive post-school outcomes than those who do not. Self-determined 
youth will also be able to exert greater control in the selection and use of adult services and supports in 
their post-secondary education and employment goals. 

Parents can help their youth to develop their self-determination skills by creating a supportive environment 
that allows youth to take risks, test their abilities and limitations, and develop their problem-solving skills 
and positive work habits and behaviors.  

Self-awareness is the ability to identify and understand needs, interests, strengths, limitations, and values. 
“I can tell you who I am with all of my strengths and weaknesses. I can also tell you what my disability 
is.”  Youth with disabilities often do not know what their disability is. They may have either an inflated or 
deflated sense of what they can do. Parents can help youth to understand their disability by creating an 
open atmosphere that allows youth to talk about their disability. 

Self-advocacy is the ability to assertively state your wants, needs, and rights, to determine and pursue 
needed supports, and conduct your own affairs. “These are the things that help me succeed. I can ask for 
them and I know the laws that protect my rights.” As youth move from a system of entitlement to one 
based on eligibility, they will need to know what their rights are and how to ask for accommodations. 

Self-confidence is the belief that you can obtain your goal. “I have learned how to do other new things, 
so I know that I can learn how to use transit systems.” Many youth with disabilities may be caught in a 
spiral of learned helplessness. They need to learn self-confidence and to know that they can learn. 

Decision-making is the process of setting goals, identifying information to make decisions, considering 
past solutions, generating new solutions if needed, and choosing the best option to develop a plan. I want 
pizza for dinner. I know which place I like the best, my favorite toppings, and how to order and pay for 
it.” 

Being able to perform as independently as possible includes the ability to begin and complete tasks by 
using self-management strategies. “I know how to find transportation to go to a movie (friends, public 
transport, para transit).” 

Self-evaluation and adjustment skills include monitoring performance and determining if a plan has 
been completed and the goal met. Adjustment is the process of changing goals and plans to improve 
performance so a person ultimately develops a better understanding of one’s needs, strengths, and 
limitations. “Did I set my alarm early enough to get ready for school or work on time? Do I need to set it 
earlier or later?” 

By providing opportunities for youth to become aware of their needs, interests, strengths, and limitations, 
and then allowing them to advocate for themselves to gain the supports they need to succeed, students will 
build the self-confidence they need to make decisions, take action, evaluate their actions, skills, and in 
short, adjust their goals to become self-determined adults. The components of self-determination can be 
practiced at home and included in IEP goals. All youth need to learn from their mistakes. Avoiding risks 
and consequences can also inhibit development of important skills. 

While in high school the school district determines which students are eligible for special education 
services and then provides them. The district determines eligibility as determined by one law—the 



 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. Once students leave high school and enter the adult service 
system, they are liable to run into a confusing number of providers with different eligibility requirements 
linked to a variety of state and federal legislation and funding streams. The lack of a centralized system 
makes understanding and accessing adult services difficult.  

Colleges report that a large percentage of youth with disabilities who need accommodations cannot state 
what their disability is, how it impacts their ability to learn, and what accommodations they need to be 
successful. This is why self-determination is so crucial—if students cannot self-disclose and ask for 
accommodations, they will not receive them. 

After high school, entitlement to special education services ends and people with disabilities receive 
services only when they qualify for them and accommodations only when they ask for them. 

There is a natural tendency for high school service providers and parents to take on the responsibility of 
negotiating and advocating for a student’s academic and social needs.  

As a student matures, they should be given more responsibilities as well as the opportunities to learn and 
practice self-advocacy skills. Otherwise the student may not develop needed self-determination and self-
advocacy skills or be adequately prepared for the adult system, post-secondary education, and 
employment. This does not allow the student to develop self-determination and self-advocacy skills or to 
adequately prepare for the adult system, post-secondary education, and employment.  

Section 5 
Career awareness is a process that should be included in transition planning for students with disabilities.  
Beginning to formulate career ideas early in a student’s high school program gives her or him time to 
match interests and abilities with jobs that will be satisfying. This will also allow enough time to determine 
the supports and accommodations that might be necessary to ensure employment success. 

Parents can help their youth to design a personal plan for developing a career. While this is not an official 
school document, the information it provides can help direct planning and goal setting, not only while the 
student is in high school but also while he or she is receiving adult services. 

Career development has been defined as a process that coordinates the resources of family, school, and 
community to assist an individual in achieving her or his potential for economic, social, and personal 
fulfillment. The steps in career development have been listed on this and the next slide. 

Begin early. The development of career awareness should begin during the youth’s elementary years and 
involves developing awareness of his or her potential for living, participating and working in a community. 
Parents can promote this process in many ways. Give youth chores to do at home. Provide picture books 
on different jobs. Talk positively about their own work. Point out the kinds of jobs friends and neighbors 
have. 

Career exploration is the next step. Activities in elementary and middle school should help youth explore 
potential jobs and work settings that match their interests, abilities, strengths, and aptitudes. Provide more 
books, talk with them about what they want to be when they grow up, and help them to meet and talk with 
people doing different types of jobs. 

Career decision making. Once youth have selected several potential jobs to explore, career decision 
making helps them to understand not only their strengths and challenges but also the requirements of 
different jobs. Ask youth what they think they’d like to pursue. Knowing their career goals can help them 
to focus their studies and encourage them to work hard in high school and post-high school or work. 

Career preparation is the last step before pursuing a specific job goal, of developing the skills that lead 
to independence and success in the community and the workplace. During this step in the process, the 
youth should develop the specific competencies needed to function in specific work, home, and 
community settings.  What skills will youth need to successfully do a specific job? How will they get 
them? 



 
Career placement is becoming employed and successfully maintaining that employment with the 
necessary supports.  

Section 6 
The Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) is a commission appointed by the 
U.S. Secretary of Labor that published a report in 1991 outlining basic skills youth need to develop to 
succeed in the world of work. SCANS skills are composed of three pieces:  

• a solid foundation in basic literacy skills (reading, writing, math, listening, and speaking; 

• thinking skills (creative thinking, decision-making, problem-solving, and the ability to learn and       
reason), and  

• personal qualities (responsibility, self-esteem, social skills, self-management, integrity, and 
honesty). 

In addition to this workplace skills foundation, workers should also have competencies in the following 
areas: 

• Managing resources, including identifying, organizing, planning and allocating resources; 

• Working amicably and productively with others; 

• Acquiring and using information; 

• Mastering complex systems and inter-relationships; and 

• Working with a variety of technology. 
Section 7 
Having their own career plans can help youth stay focused on their career goals as they work with service 
providers who may have different employment plans. Career plans can also reduce the frustration of 
having to explain employment information to each new provider with which a youth may work. A career 
plan with its focus on employment is more likely than IEPs or adult service plans to be read by employment 
service providers. 

Although this planning process results in a written plan, a personal career plan is not a formal school or 
service provider document. Rather, it is an informal process and document done with youth and their 
parents that helps youth to stay focused on their career goals. 

Section 8 
Transition planning that provides students with both an understanding of and experiences in how academic 
skills are applied to their career goals empowers students to make informed and realistic career and life 
choices. The connection between school and work-based learning is crucial for the success of students 
with disabilities. Work experiences can make high school academics relevant as the student comprehends 
which courses are necessary for employment or post-secondary education goals. Students that are 
contemplating post-secondary education should be taking the appropriate college preparation course work. 

Self-determination and career development are “soft” skills that can be worked on in the home and at 
school. Working on these skills will not lead to direct employment, but they are life skills that can help a 
youth find and maintain employment in the long term. 

Section 10 
Many public and private agencies that offer adult services have eligibility criteria and waiting lists. The 
procedures used in each adult service system differ from school procedures.  

Some services from these agencies can begin before the student graduates. A smooth transition to adult 
services is more likely to occur if representatives from adult agencies are included in the transition IEP as 
early as possible.  



 
The public agency also shall invite a representative of any other agency that is likely to be responsible for 
providing or paying for transition services. If an agency invited to send a representative to a meeting does 
not do so, the public agency shall take other steps to obtain participation of the other agency in the planning 
of any transition services. 

Section 12 
Work experiences are listed roughly in the order of how they should occur as a student progressively 
refines their career goals. 

Work-site field trips generally occur in middle school. Students take part in employer-led tours that 
provide information on work processes and the technical skills required for the job. 

Informational interviews generally occur in high school. Students interview people working in fields in 
which they are interested in to confirm the student’s understanding of what the job entails. 

Job shadowing occurs in high school. A student spends a day or two on the job with an employee to 
experience what really happens in the day-to-day work of a specific occupation or industry. 

Mentorships occur in high school or young adulthood, when a student has a fairly defined career goal. 
The student enters a formal, long-term relationship with an older, more experienced individual with similar 
career interests. 

Service learning (also known as volunteering). Options are generally available for high school students 
and provide them with the opportunity to apply their knowledge and skills while making a meaningful 
contribution to their local community.  

Youth Internships are often available for high school students as well as high school graduates and post-
secondary students. Internships can be paid or non-paid and provide students with the opportunity to learn 
skills and competencies as they perform work-related duties. Students are supervised and may earn school 
credit for their experiences.  

Section 20 
Semi-Independent Living Services include training, supervision, and assistance to support and increase 
an individual’s independent living skills. These services can take place in the individual’s home. 

Day Training and Habilitative Services are generally designed to enhance an individual’s adaptive 
living and vocational skills. Training usually takes place at a separate facility. In addition to assistance 
with finding a job and assigning a job coach, services might also include training and support in self-care, 
communication, socialization, community integration, leisure skill development, financial management, 
behavior management, and therapeutic activities. 

Waivered Services are those services that keep an individual either in their family home or provide them 
with services in the least restrictive environment within the community. These are services that would 
have otherwise been provided in a residential facility that provides 24-hour care and supervision, and 
could include personal care assistants, medical equipment, etc. 

While the local authority can offer a list of their providers of these services, the consumer and their 
advocates can select which provider they will use.  Parents can interview service providers, visit facilities, 
and request services from those that match their youth’s needs and goals the closest. 
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