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1. Executive Summary
The Mississippi Model Youth Transition Innovation (MYTI) project was specifically designed to assist young people to become involved in the working community through targeted, school-to-work transition interventions, thereby reducing reliance on public benefits.  

Goals and Objectives
Goals of the MYTI project included:
· Reducing dependency on Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) payments;
· Accruing savings to the Social Security Trust Fund through a strategy of benefits counseling, innovative employment services, student/family accounts, and quality transition services for students with disabilities;

· Increasing employment experiences and outcomes of individuals with disabilities who are current or potential recipients for SSI, SSDI, or Child Disability Benefits (CDB); and
· Identifying different uses of public resources to generate positive outcomes.
MYTI's objectives included enabling project participants to reach:
· Short-term outcomes such as high school completion, enrollment in post-secondary education, part-time employment, and internships;
· Intermediate experiences and outcomes such as job shadowing experiences and work exploration experiences; and
· Long-term outcomes of employment, including full-time competitive employment; part-time employment; self-employment; supported employment; sustained employment; and career advancement.
Implemented in two Mississippi coastal county school districts as a model for increasing employment outcomes, MYTI emphasized person-centered planning and included the use of Individual Development Accounts (IDAs). Customized employment was a key feature of the model. Employers assisted in pre-career development for participants. MYTI varied the focus of its services according to the age range of participants (10-13, 14-18, 19-21, and 22-25). The MYTI project was led by the Mississippi Department of Rehabilitation Services (MDRS), operated in three school districts, and enrolled a total of 210 participants.
Student Demographics
The majority (62 percent) of students served were male.  Fifty-nine percent of students received SSI; 7 percent received SSDI; and 6 percent received both SSI and SSDI.  About half of the students had multiple disabilities (49 percent).
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Percent

Number Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4

Total  100.0%

210 41 104 32 33

Gender

Male 61.9% 130 27 63 18 22

Female 38.1% 80 14 41 14 11

SSA Program

SSI Only 58.6% 123 28 46 23 26

SSDI Only

6.7% 14 2 9 2

1

Concurent (SSI & SSDI)

5.8% 12 2 6 4 0

Other Programs

Medicaid 67.2% 141 30 57 27 27

Food Stamps

6.7% 14 7 1 3 3

TANF 0.1% 2 1 1 0 0

Disability

Educable Mentally Retarded

35.2% 74 20 34 9 11

Emotional Disability

6.2% 13 1 6 3 3

Health Impaired 

10.0% 21 6 7 4 4

Multiple Disabilities 48.6% 102 14 57 16 15

Total  Phase


Essential Features
The MYTI project ran from October 2003 through September 2009, completing five years of services and one year of no cost extension activities. The project offered four essential features for effective transition:
a. An interagency model that brought the major government agencies into the local education agency to offer services; (The primary government agencies collaborating were the Social Security Administration (SSA), Mississippi Department of Rehabilitation Services (MDRS), Mississippi Department of Education (MDE), and the Mississippi Department of Employment Security (MDES). Other partners included both local government entities of the state agencies and private entities in the geographical area of the project−− Jackson and Harrison Counties, Mississippi. All partners are listed below in the section Implementation of Services.
b. Four distinct transition phases, offering activities leading to a career;
c. Customized employment strategies to assist all students in obtaining employment; and
d. Skills training and work experiences to students.
The project implemented these essential features along with several other best practice features:
a. Teaching self-determination through student budgets where students shared responsibility with parents and the schools in purchasing other supports needed in employment, and
b. Offering Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) for students.
All students were served by a team of staff and teachers from the local schools, the local Workforce Investment Network (WIN) Job Centers, the MS Department of Rehabilitation Services, and the local Social Security office. Students were identified by teachers, referred to an interagency selection committee, accepted, and enrolled during the first four years of the project. The project’s participants were students with significant disabilities, approximately half of whom were less than 16 years of age and the other half were over 16 years of age, and up to 25 years of age. The project originally proposed service to 319 students, but was adjusted to 165 after Hurricane Katrina hit the project area in August 2005 devastating the agencies involved and relocating students and families all over the country. The two years following Katrina altered the way in which the project delivered services, taking into consideration the available staff, facilities, and local resources.
MYTI had four phases with specific transition interventions to help students in employment experiences.
· Phase I: Students 10 to 13 years of age. Teachers facilitated discovery of what works with students, life portfolios, future plans, and referred students for benefits analysis and advisement.
· Phase II: Students 14 to 18 years of age. Teachers facilitated discovery of employment-related plans, developed other plans for the future, and referred students for benefits analysis and advisement.
· Phase III: Students 19 to 21 years of age. Teachers and MYTI staff facilitated discovery, developed vocational profiles, developed employment plans for customized employment with a budget to purchase needed job supports for students, developed initial benefits analysis and work incentives plan, and arranged a One-Stop Center visit.
· Phase IV: Students 22 to 25 years of age. Upon exit from school, the above interventions continued to be provided.
Accomplishments
MYTI’s accomplishments included:
1. Enhancing the transition model delineating transition phases, interagency expectations, and customized employment strategies;
2. Developing an Individual Development Account program for students;
3. Increasing students’ self-determination through student budgets for supports;
4. Building the capacity for customizing employment strategies and Social Security benefits advisement;
5. Creating a "community of practice" as the interagency approach offered all parties skill development, common language, and expectations for students regarding work;
6. Creating an interagency database containing current information on students and their  families;
7. Helping create a community classroom for students 19 to 22 years of age on a community college campus;
8. Developing an infrastructure to offer work experiences to students with significant disabilities;
9. Offering self discovery classes at the WIN job center; and 
10. Developing tools and materials to assist youth in transition.
2. Interventions
The MYTI project was designed to be implemented within the local school districts. Schools are charged with providing special education students with transition services that include exposure to work experiences. Some Mississippi students pursue an Occupational Diploma, which has employment requirements.
Schools are the primary entities responsible for working with children and youth from 4 years to 22 years of age, if they have a disability. The schools encompass the majority of the students' day time hours and have the strongest influence over their lives outside of the family unit. Teachers and school personnel build relationships of trust and guidance at an early age. Therefore, by embracing schools as the focal point of MYTI, the project built upon the most meaningful agency/governmental ties to the youth. Using the teachers as the conduit for the interagency approach and interventions gave an entree into students' and families' lives with minimal intrusion and maximum opportunity for impact. The schools will continue in their daily roles with students, thus giving sustainability an advantage.
Working within the school system allowed for easier access to potential project participants, an excellent referral source, as well as shared resources. Partnering with teachers who wanted the best for their students and who were willing to incorporate the MYTI interventions into their daily routines was a win-win for both the teachers and the MYTI project. Teachers had access to MYTI staff and the services. MYTI staff had the support of teachers in facilitating access to participants and their families. In addition, the information provided by the Benefits Specialist helped educate teachers and other school district staff on SSA's disability programs and the work incentives that are available to students. Knowledge is power. Having accurate information provided teachers with a powerful motivation to encourage their students to try a work experience or employment opportunity.
Intervention Descriptions

MYTI offered the following interventions:
· Discovery of the Student - Interventions of each phase were built upon an initial discovery of the student. This was facilitated by the classroom teacher, inclusive of the student's circle, and supported by project staff. The focus of this process was to discover the unique interests, capacities, and conditions of each participant.
· Life Books and Visual/Narrative Profiles - Discovered information was developed and maintained in both picture and word descriptions of the student. In Phase I, discovery activities primarily took the form of developing a student life book. In Phases II-IV, discovery involved developing a vocational profile and representational portfolio for use in job development. The discovery and profile  provided the student's story with "the best of the student" highlighted to guide career development uniquely for the student and critical for developing a customized job.
· Benefits/Work Incentives Planning - Planning with the student and his/her family on eligible benefits and work incentives, along with assistance in using SSA YTD waivers, occurred while the student participated in the various phases of the transition model. Initial informational orientation workshops were offered to parents and participants as well as teachers by the Benefits Specialist and the family liaison. General information on SSA's disability programs and the work incentives associated with them was discussed. Educational materials were made available. Following enrollment, the Benefits Specialist made contact with each family and participant face to face. The Benefits Specialist was available to participants at any time upon request. Once employed, the Benefits Specialist maintained regular contact with participants discussing applicable SSA work incentives and YTD waivers as well as other critical touch points that the participant might encounter. The Benefits Specialist along with project administrative staff developed a calendar that contained explanations of work incentives and reminded participants of monthly responsibilities such as reporting their earnings to SSA. A Benefits Specialist's one page newsletter was also created and distributed to families and participants each month. Being available and keeping in touch with participants and their families was key to earning their trust
.
· Career Planning - Each phase of the project involved developing an individualized plan for a targeted employment outcome. The following are the types of plans used in each phase:
· Phase I: a future vision of work and a vocational plan;
· Phases II, III, and IV: a work experience plan, employment (job) or self employment plan. The employment plan included a description of the specific services and supports each participant required to be successful.
· Student Budgets - The project had a small amount of funding that could be added to each student's resources to facilitate self-directed supports and services to obtain and maintain the student's employment goals. Each student could develop a resource team to identify and support shared responsibilities and other funding sources to assist the student in obtaining their employment outcomes. Project funding helped 91 students purchase self-directed supports and services to move toward employment and be successful at work. Student budget funds were used to obtain uniforms, Mississippi picture identification cards, and certified birth certificates; develop visual, vocational, and representational profiles or portfolios; obtain job development and job coaching services; pay for transportation costs including bus passes and scooter repair; obtain tuberculosis skin tests, and start-up supplies for a self-employment business; and pay for certified nursing program tuition. Student budgets emphasized the shared role of other government and personal resources.
· Development of Employment Opportunities - Each phase of the project included specific employment outcomes based upon the results of the student’s discovery process. The discovery of the student's interests, conditions of employment, and contributions to an employer were used to guide the job developer in determining what tasks the student could offer the employer. These tasks became the basis for customizing a job. During customized employment planning, employers were identified for the student. This list of employers became the student's "qualified employers" meaning they were in the student's interest area, could potentially meet the student's conditions of employment, and needed a task offered by the student. Opportunities were developed individually for each student based on employer need, not a job opening. Therefore, the student was never compared to a job list because the job was developed specifically for that individual student.
· Support in Jobs and Work Experiences - Each student participated in determining how they would receive support for their job or work experiences. In Phase II, the decision making for these activities was shared between the student, family, and teacher. In Phase III, the student directed those supports from his/her budget.
· One-Stop System Coordination — MYTI participants were supported in accessing services from the local One-Stop Career Center. Tours of the WIN Job Center were facilitated, and the Disability Program Navigator was available to assist participants with using Department of Labor (DOL) funded core services for job search.
· Individualized Development Accounts — After MYTI was approved as a Youth Transition Demonstration (YTD) project by SSA, Mississippi received an invitation to participate with two other states in an Assets for Independence (AFI) Individual Development Account (IDA) grant network. IDAs were relatively new and certainly a new concept for MYTI project staff. Upon inclusion in the AFI grant application through the National Cooperative Bank Development Corporation (NCBDC), an IDA committee was appointed from MYTI's state level management team who began to research existing IDAs within the state. The IDA grant from AFI was approved in October 2004, but a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) was not signed by NCBDC until March 2006, delaying implementation of IDAs for MYTI participants. IDA policies, procedures, and forms, were developed and the search for community and financial partners took place while awaiting the finalization of the MOU. Hurricane Katrina prompted the withdrawal of support from the procured financial partner, and thus the search started again. Once The Peoples Bank of Biloxi agreed to support the IDA grant and the federal match money was deposited in the IDA Project Reserve Account in May 2006, employed MYTI participants could be recruited to enroll in the IDA program.

Starting in project Year 4, MYTI participants were enrolled in the AFI IDA program where IDA accounts provided an incentive-based savings mechanism with a $4 to $1 matching component for use in funding continued education, self- employment, or first-time homeownership. This IDA program is administered by MDRS, but other partners include The Peoples Bank of Biloxi and Mercy Housing and Human Development, Inc.

As of September 30, 2009, 24 individuals had been enrolled in the MDRS IDA Program, with 16 of those also MYTI participants. Three MYTI participants withdrew both from the MYTI program and the IDA program leaving 13 of the current 21 IDA participants who are former MYTI participants. Ten of the 13 have reached their savings goal and are progressing toward asset purchase. Collectively, as of September 30, 2009, IDA participants had saved $19,812.77.

Project Participants
The MYTI project targeted students who were current SSI recipients or at risk of receiving SSI at age 18. Since this project did not participate in the national YTD evaluation, participants were not randomly selected, and there was no control group. The MYTI project was designed to serve transition aged youth (aged 10 to 25) with significant disabilities such as mental retardation and/or other developmental disabilities, deaf/blind, severely emotionally disturbed, or those with multiple disabilities.
Participants could be referred by any source including schools, MDRS staff, One-Stop Career Center staff or even through self-referral. The majority of referrals originated with school personnel. The MYTI Student Selection Committee was composed of 11 representatives from the school districts, the MS Department of Rehabilitation Services, the WIN Job Center, a representative of the disability community, a parent, and a participating student. Committee members were nominated by the District Special Education leadership and selected by the MYTI Project Director and Project Technical Assistance (TA) Coordinator with Marc Gold and Associates (MG&A). The Selection Committee was coordinated by the Disability Navigator with the One-Stop Career Center with the transition representatives of each school district acting as co-chairpersons. The transition representatives coordinated referrals from their home school districts. The disability navigator coordinated the referrals presented to the committee and facilitated selection of participants based on the numbers to be served by each phase as stated in the project goals. Students were accepted by a majority vote of the committee. The purpose of the committee was to select students and to create awareness with other agencies about the presumption of employability for all persons. Students selected were either currently served or would be served in the future by the agencies represented on the selection committee.
The MYTI Project offered two types of services: information services and intensive services. Information services were short-term and were intended to expose students and family members to the concept that all students are employable, regardless of disability type or severity. Information on Social Security benefits and customizing employment was offered in group discussions and presentations, individual meetings, and materials for teachers, students, and families. Benefits planning services were available to any student upon request.
Intensive services focused on creating an interagency transition model that included: benefits planning, customized employment planning, and individual student budgets that empowered students and families to control the resources to pay for employment-related services. 
Transition Phases
Students were separated into four basic transition phases with a different set of interventions provided for each phase. 

1. Phase I - Early Transition Phase: Beginning at age 10 and continuing through age 13 was the Early Transition Phase. The Project Counselor, Benefits Specialist, and the family liaison worked primarily with parents, adjusting them to the concept that government aid, in terms of SSI, Medicaid, and other supports, prepare the child with a disability for eventual employment. A planning session with the student and his/her family helped promote "seeing" work as part of the student's future. Then a student-directed futures plan was developed for participants that facilitated a vision of a working life. Phase I students worked to create an individualized life book. This life book contained pictures and a narrative summarizing the conditions and supports the student needs to be at "their best;" the student’s interests and capacities; and the contributions or gifts the student offers at home, in school, and on the job. A vocational plan was developed to enhance the student’s interests and contributions and to identify clubs, classes, and chores for the student. This phase also involved the beginning of exposure to employment through group job shadowing and job site visits.
2. Phase II - Full Transition Phase: From age 14 to 18, the Full Transition Phase was implemented. The Project Counselor worked with teachers, the Benefits Specialist, job developers, and job supporters through the Project School Transition Specialist in each school to provide individualized experiences in settings characteristic of occupations within the region and of the student's interest. These ranged from work experiences in the student's early teen years to paid, part-time employment or entrepreneurial activities when the student became legally able to work. Since teachers were a primary part of each student's team, project outcomes were included in each student's IEP/ITP as appropriate. The individualized discovery process continued in Phase II with increasing emphasis on getting to know students in relation to community based employment and developing a vocational profile for use in job development activity.
3. Phase Ill - Employment Transition Phase: From age 18 to 21, the Employment Transition Phase occurred as students began to spend less time in the education setting and participate in work training specific to their chosen employment outcome, the optimal goal being customized employment. The project's School Transition Specialist, Project Counselor, and the Benefits Specialist worked with individuals and their families during this phase. Services in this phase could potentially involve waivers of Social Security benefit re-determination at age 18 or retention of Medicaid support when employed in settings that do not provide required medical assistance. Necessary and approved waivers extended for the length of time an individual participated in the MYTI Project.
4. Phase IV - Post Transition Phase: The Post Transition Phase was offered to those project participants who either graduated or otherwise exited the public education system. This group was connected by the Project Counselor to adult services through MDRS, Mississippi Mental Health or Mental Retardation Services, the One-Stop System, or other adult providers as appropriate.
Project Staff Descriptions:
· Project Director and Co-Executive (MDRS): Coordinated state level activities, led project activities, and acted as a liaison with SSA and subcontractors.
· Project Benefits Specialist (MDRS): Coordinated SSA information, waivers, and benefits planning with participants, and acted as a liaison with local SSA offices.
· Project Counselor (MDRS): Offered services to project participants acting as a link with non-traditional rehabilitation services and the traditional VR system, as well as, the one-stop system.
· Project Navigator (MDRS): Coordinated involvement and services with local One-Stop Center, coordinated the selection committee, and educated families and students about employment opportunities. First year dedicated solely to MYTI; available to MYTI in subsequent years.
· Transition Specialist/Job Developer (MDRS): Coordinated pre-employment activities to guide job development activities and represented participants to employers. Part of Project Staff for only FY 07 and FY 08.
· Harrison County Transition Specialist (Harrison County School District): Coordinated all school activities, implemented customized employment activities, and acted as a liaison for other agencies within the schools.
· Transition Support Specialist/Job Coach (Harrison County School District): Organized Job Coach pool, submitted expenditures from student budgets. Part of project staff for only FY 07 and FY 08.
· Jackson County Transition Specialist (MDRS): Coordinated all school activities, implemented customized employment activities, and acted as a liaison for other agencies within the schools. Part of project staff for only FY 07 and FY 08.
· Administrative Assistant (MDRS): Time allocated position that maintained 
project files, records, communications, and processed personnel reports.
· Marc Gold and Associates, Project TA Coordinator: Coordinated local interagency activities for implementation, provided training and technical assistance, and acted as a liaison with state MDRS and other entities.
· The Arc of Mississippi: Coordinated family education on employment, acted as the fiscal agent for MYTI Student Budgets, coordinated connections in the communities to businesses, and facilitated the procurement of community partners for the IDA Program.
3. Implementation of Services
The MYTI project was conceptualized as a model transition process in which local school districts would apply state of the art "customized employment" techniques to facilitate optimal passage from school to work for students with significant disabilities. 
Model Transition Process
This project involved several innovative features which distinguished it from the other YTD projects funded by SSA:
1. MYTI accepted approximately 20 students each year in each of the first three phases with the selection committee considering whether students would change phases during their participation in the project. This movement up through phases allowed the project to build upon students’ experiences from the previous phases for the interventions in the next phase. The number of students served in each phase at the end of the project were:
· Phase I: 10 years to 13 years students – 44 students
· Phase II: 14 years to 18 years students – 104 students
· Phase III: 19 years to 21 years students – 32 students
· Phase IV: 22 years to 25 years students – 33 students
Note that students were served in one phase and at the appropriate age were transitioned to the next phase. Since the majority of participants were in Phase I or Phase II and in school, much time was devoted to building the capacity to do job tasks and going to work experiences.

2. From its earliest inception, this project was focused on creating the capacity within the multiple agencies involved to offer a customized employment approach to students who require negotiation to obtain work experiences and jobs. All project employment interventions were designed to achieve this one overarching goal for each student participant. State-of-the art customized employment techniques formed the centerpiece of the MYTI project interventions. In particular, two specific strategies or service approaches were extensively used in the MYTI project.
· First, MYTI staff and participating teachers used an individualized, person-centered "discovery" process to get to know participants before any job development occurred.
· Secondly, the MYTI interventions stressed working with employers to negotiate job duties to meet the specific abilities and conditions of participants rather than using a labor market driven approach in which standard job openings are filled.
3. The MYTI project was characterized by a systems change approach in which school systems, administrators, and teachers were challenged to use individual discovery and other customized employment approaches to shape day-to-day student experiences. Rather than attempting to make transition from school to work occur from an external perspective, the MYTI project interventions were embedded within the participating school systems. Because of this approach, a great deal of the MG&A Project TA Coordinator's time was spent on training and supporting school personnel in facilitating student discovery and using customized employment techniques along with creating a structure to support off campus work experiences and jobs for students with significant disabilities.
4. Early intervention was considered of major importance in the MYTI project. Unlike other YTD projects that initiated student contact at the age of 14, the MYTI project involved students as young as age 10. While Phase I participants were too young to work, it was important to create a future vision of work with both students and family members, thereby hopefully, reducing the cycle of benefits. The MYTI project focused primarily on student-centered discovery in these early transition years. This project had distinct phase activities for four age groups that included interagency functions, student work-related experiences, and jobs.
5. The project used an interagency approach designed to mollify the existing silos of funding and services for youth by integrating those services within the school system to obtain better outcomes for students. The SSA Benefits Specialist targeted services to students within the schools, educating teachers, families, and students about opportunities for employment and available supports. The local One-Stop, also as a participating partner, sought opportunities to better serve youth, along with MS Department of Rehabilitation Services. A transition model continues to emerge for the state that would continue interagency services and further enhance the project activities within the schools post funding from SSA. Interagency partners included the MS Department of Rehabilitation Services, the MS Department of Education and local participating school districts, the Social Security Administration, the WIN Job Centers (DOL), and The Arc of Mississippi. Other partners participating on a student-by-student basis included the MS Division of Medicaid, the MS Department of Mental Health, the MS Department of Human Services, and the MS Department of Health.
6. Self-direction was emphasized through the use of student budgets to support youth on work sites and manage government resources. An Individual Development Account grant also provided further opportunity to promote self-direction to students.
Project Organization
The lead agency responsible for the MYTI project was the MS Department of Rehabilitation Services (MDRS). During the conceptualization of the project, a group of experts in employment (Marc Gold and Associates) was contacted for assistance in development of the model and partner needs. Several school districts on the Gulf Coast of Mississippi were identified as being interested in enhancing their transition services and employment outcomes to students that traditionally received Social Security disability benefits. As these schools emerged, a statewide team of local and state leaders began an 18 month effort to develop a model and secure partners and funding for a demonstration project. The Social Security Administration became a part of the team to implement the model. Like other YTD demonstration projects, the MYTI project was designed to eliminate or reduce existing barriers to successful transition at the local, state, and federal levels through extensive interagency collaboration. To achieve this goal, the MYTI project convened a state level management team as well as a local management team. These teams were comprised of the key stakeholders and representatives of partner agencies and were charged with identifying and eliminating policies, procedures, regulations, and statutory requirements that impede successful transition. Other key players in this project included:
· MS Department of Education
· Harrison County School District
· Jackson County School District
· Gulfport Municipal School District
· WIN Job Center (local One-Stop Center)
· MS Division of Medicaid
· Mississippi Development Authority
· MS Department of Mental Health
· MS Department of Human Services
· MS Department of Health
· The Arc of MS
· MS Families as Allies for Children's Mental Health, Inc.
Since the MYTI project involved a systems change approach, the most critical partners in the MYTI project were the participating school districts. The project began working with the Gulfport Municipal and Harrison County School Districts. However, the Gulfport Municipal School system stopped participating in the MYTI project after year three. This school system had difficulty providing the support required by the MYTI project interventions, particularly after the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina. In September 2006, Jackson County Public Schools began participating in the MYTI project. MDRS maintained a contractual relationship with participating school districts and provided these districts with funds to support the Transition Specialist position required by the project.
The management structure of the MYTI project was unique due to the significant involvement of a local consulting firm with national recognition in the area of customized employment. Marc Gold and Associates (MG&A) is a network of training consultants who are disability professionals specializing in the area of customized employment and community participation for persons with significant disabilities. The MS Department of Rehabilitation Services as the recipient of SSA funds provided administrative and management oversight of the project, but contracted with MG&A staff member, Norciva Shumpert, to provide the day-to-day program coordination and operational oversight.
The MYTI project staff included Transition Specialists housed within each participating school district, a Transition Support Coordinator, a Job Developer, a MDRS Project Counselor, a Benefits Specialist, and the Disability Navigator with the local One-Stop Career Center.
Problems and Resolutions
The school districts had a difficult time implementing the interventions without redesigning their services; designating job developers and job coaches; and establishing release time for staff to implement discovery by going to student's homes, calling on employers, and learning new strategies. The teachers typically were serving students that temp teachers found difficult. Providing release time for training was difficult since securing substitutes was hard.
Resistance of school districts and teachers to take ownership of job development remained a problem throughout the project. Lack of job coaches available through the school systems to support participants in work experiences and employment created a barrier for employment of participants. The project addressed this problem by developing a pool of job coaches that could be used and paid for from student budgets and who were coordinated by the Transition Support Specialist/Job Coach in the Harrison County School District.
Transportation for students to work experiences or jobs also challenged the project in this rural area. Significant collaboration with the Coast Transit Authority resulted in new routes whereby project participants could be transported to and from employment.
Securing employer mentors for job shadowing was difficult at times.
Data collection was hindered somewhat because teachers were reluctant to input data into the MYTI database, particularly for interventions with Phase I students. In addition, hosting the database for future use by other potential projects has been a challenge.
With staff in various locations conducting job development with potential employers, duplicated contacts with these employers became a problem. This was eliminated by having a Monday morning job development call with MYTI staff facilitated by The Arc.
Family participation in initial orientation sessions and benefits workshops was minimal. Resistance to change by families regarding the idea of employment for all sometimes limited buy-in. While families wanted their sons or daughters to participate in MYTI, once the participant was ready for a work experience or employment, families would not always agree to let their students try this new opportunity. Their protectiveness presented challenges for MYTI staff. Furthermore, the use of family mentors was not very successful. Family members lacked the motivation to fulfill the responsibilities of these unpaid positions.
Hurricane Katrina had a great impact on the project. It took approximately six months to locate all of the students and families. Many of the initially-trained teachers left following Katrina to secure new living arrangements, jobs, or family support while resources were secured for rebuilding. Approximately one half of the employed students lost their jobs following hurricane Katrina, along with many students' families. The devastation to local businesses lessened the availability of potential jobs. The coast continues to rebuild with schools still functioning out of portable buildings and make-shift transportation systems. The schools and families continue to seek stability in housing, transportation, and employment.
The withdrawal of the Gulfport Municipal School District after Katrina made it difficult to serve participants that had been enrolled from this school district. Without the support of the teachers and the administration, gaining access to the students already enrolled was difficult.
During the second year of the project, state level changes in Executive Directors of partnering agencies occurred after Mississippi experienced a change in its Governor. That created the need to re-educate newly appointed executives and seek buy-in for commitments of predecessors. Accessing the Mississippi Department of Education's new director of the Office of Special Education presented a challenge. The previous Special Education Director had been a Co-Executive of MYTI and firm supporter from MYTI's beginning. Securing widespread support of the MYTI Career Connections Model did not happen on a statewide level before the grant ended. At the writing of this report, however, training on the MYTI Career Connections Model is in the planning stages for education staff across the state.
After a successful resource mapping session in Year 4 which included MYTI's key partners, commitment for shared resources was slow. While each agency agreed that transition is an issue that needs to be addressed and is seeking to address it, collaboration between agencies remained a challenge. The wheels of change move slowly.
MYTI staff turnover for various reasons, along with Katrina, hindered the stability of the project due to the training needed for new staff on how to implement project interventions. During the last two years of the project, the staff began to gel and work very effectively as a team until the final months of the grant and the uncertainty of the no-cost extension. Consequently, staff began to seek other employment opportunities. Luckily, almost every MYTI staff member obtained employment with a partner of the MYTI project and continues to use the strategies of MYTI. 

The loss of all Disability Program Navigators in the state of Mississippi presented a new challenge of making connections with local One-Stop Center programs and staff. Mississippi's Navigator started with the MYTI project in Year 1 and continued to support MYTI until the position was eliminated.
Minor problems with partners overseeing disbursements from student budgets and IDAs were encountered but addressed with alternate procedures to secure timely responses regarding necessary turnaround time.
4. Project Outcomes and Key Accomplishments
Self-Sufficiency Outcomes
Primary goals of MYTI included reducing dependency on Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) disability payments and accruing savings to the Social Security Trust Fund through a strategy of benefits counseling, innovative employment services, student/family accounts, and quality transition services for students with disabilities. Five participants who were receiving benefits at enrollment in the MYTI project were not receiving benefits at the close of MYTI. Ten participants, who were not receiving benefits at enrollment, never began receiving disability benefits during the project and were not receiving benefits when the project ended. Over the course of MYTI, 16 participants who became employed began receiving SSI benefits after enrollment or after turning age 18. Of these 16, one who was originally receiving SSI, worked and began receiving SSDI off his own work record, but eventually worked at a level sufficient to suspend cash benefits.  He also received employer health care benefits, participated in the IDA savings program, and opened a 401(k). Two of the 16 became concurrent beneficiaries after working and earning enough quarters to draw SSDI benefits on their own records. These two continue to work, but are not working at the substantial gainful activity level. Thirteen of the 16 SSI recipients have worked, but as of yet have not had their work activity developed and been moved into concurrent status.
Employment Outcomes
All students used customized employment strategies to obtain their employment. As a result of this, each student was represented by a job developer to negotiate tasks and conditions for that student. Each student also had supports to learn the job tasks while on the job.
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Experience Number

Employment

Participants ever having paid employment

55

Participants experiencing multiple paid employment opportunities

16

Number of unique paid employments for participants

84

Work Experiences

Number of participants ever having a work experience

63

Number of participants experiencing multiple work experiences

34

Total Number of Work Experiences for participants 130


[image: image4.emf]Table 3:  Characteristics of Employment/Work Experiences

Total number of paid employments 84 N/A

Average hourly wage $6.76  N/A

Average number of hours per week 21 5.5

Number of full-time employment 19 N/A

Number of part-time employment 65 N/A

Number of unpaid work experiences

N/A

130

Work 

Experiences

Jobs
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Job Number

Total 84

Labor, construction labor 5

21

Grocery clerks, customer service, stockers 3

Painter, rust machine operator 5

11

5

Cashier 1

Vending assistant 1

9

Housekeeping 1

Customer service 4

Maintenance, furniture assembler, woodworking 6

Production assistant 1

Greens keeper 1

Custodian 3

Nursery assistant 1

Bowling alley 1

Casino 3

Ceramics (self-employment) 1

EVS tech

1

Sales clerk: customer associate, fitting room attendant, zone 

associate, apparel associate, receiving associate

Food service: server, porter/bus tables, cashier, food runner, food 

prep, hostess, washer

Office assistant: document shredder, school assistant, materials 

puller

Animal care: groomer, kennel assistant, adoption assistant, pet 

sitter
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Work Experience Number

Total 130

Custodian 2

Gas station attendant 1

44

Landscaping, garden supplies assistant, golf course maintenance 5

Animal care, volunteer, adoption assistant 6

Helper, florist, preschool, machinist, hair styles 16

20

Stocker 18

10

Vending assistant 5

Hotel: housekeeping 1

Sales clerk

2

Labor: road crew, warehouse maintenance and helper, 

construction welding apprentice

Food service: snow cone vendor, waiter, cafeteria assistant, 

general helper, dining room attendant

Invoice assistant, library assistant, office assistant, event assistant, 

mail clerk, administrative assistant


Education Outcomes
One of MYTI's objectives was to enable project participants to reach short-term outcomes such as high school completion or enrollment in post-secondary education. Bearing in mind that MYTI served individuals with significant disabilities, over the course of the project:
· 61 participants received a Certificate of Completion
· 20 participants received a MS Occupational Diploma
· 3 participants pursued GED; 2 completed the program with 1 still in a GED program
· 2 participants obtained Certified Nursing Assistant Certificates
Community-based transition programs provide support during the college years for students age 19 to 22 with significant cognitive disabilities. Typically, students with significant cognitive disabilities are given extended stay in the traditional high school setting with similar goals as those received during the first four years of high school. The purpose of these community-based transition programs is to provide experiences that would be age appropriate and inclusive in the natural setting of typical college peers.
These programs provide students with quality learning experiences beyond the walls of a traditional high school setting. The community setting enables students to receive necessary training for future employment and self advocacy. In addition, the students participate in continuing-education courses that encourage lifelong learning and participation in community activities that match their interests.
The Jackson County School District embraced the opportunity to engage students aged 19 to 22 in meaningful instruction that helped students reach desired outcomes. Their community classroom located on a local community college campus was developed to help meet the requirement for transition to improve post-school outcomes for these students. The desired outcome was that students with significant cognitive disabilities would exit the school system with skills that would allow them to be productive citizens. The Jackson County School District effectively partnered with the Gulf Coast Community College-Gautier Campus to offer 19 to 22 year old students from all three of their schools the opportunity to participate in community jobs and activities as well as in the general activities of the community college. This partnership has increased each year with students being able to engage in more college functions based on individual interest and need.
Other education outcomes were also impacted. The customized employment process of discovery led to the development of individualized curriculums for students and the inclusion of specific students in extracurricular activities based on their interests. Students experienced social changes as a result of their work experiences or jobs that positively impacted their learning in other classes. The project did not maintain data regarding these outcomes but heard results in individual stories.
Benefits Advisement and Waiver Use
Benefits advisement was available to each MYTI participant and his/her family at any time upon request. Initial contact following enrollment was made by the Benefits Specialist to each family and participant. Generally, a face-to-face meeting was scheduled with participants already receiving SSA disability benefits, especially those nearing employment age. Arrangements for these meetings were often facilitated by the Project Counselor or Transition Specialist. After verification of benefits with the local Social Security office, the Benefits Specialist would address applicable SSA work incentives and YTD waivers such as Student Earned Income Exclusion and the $3 of $4 Earned Income Exclusion that could encourage a participant to try a paid employment opportunity. Other critical touch points that the participant might encounter such as the age-18 redetermination, the value of the one-third reduction in SSI benefits, break-even points for SSI because of earned income, and continuation of Medicaid through 1619(b) were discussed. Once employed, the Benefits Specialist maintained regular contact with employed participants discussing reporting responsibilities and recruiting IDA participants. A MYTI calendar developed by the Benefits Specialist along with project administrative staff provided participants with useful information regarding work incentives and monthly reporting responsibilities. Presentations and information distribution for younger MYTI participants before reaching legal employment age was primarily carried out in classroom settings, orientation meetings for families of newly enrolled participants, and parent workshops held bimonthly at the WIN Job Center. The Benefits Specialist also kept in touch with all participants and their families though the distribution of a monthly letter or newsletter. The Benefits Specialist was instrumental in developing the trust of families and participants by always being available to them.
Close communication with the local Social Security office to ensure that students were coded correctly as YTD participants with applicable waivers applied was also handled by the Benefits Specialist. The Benefits Specialist, as certified by SSA under the Benefits Planning Assistance and Outreach program and recertified under the Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) program, worked closely with the state WIPA project and Social Security's Area Work Incentive Coordinator (AWIC). Mississippi's AWIC is responsible for training the local field offices on the use of SSA work incentives. Over the years of the MYTI project, the AWIC helped the MYTI Benefits Specialist resolve issues for participants involving benefits or waivers. The AWIC was available to the Benefits Specialist whenever complex advisement was needed.
For MYTI participants choosing to participate in the IDA program, the Benefits Specialist helped complete application forms, obtain access to Mercy Housing (MYTI's community partner) schedule and conduct financial literacy classes, and transport participants to financial literacy classes or to the bank to open an IDA savings account. The Benefits Specialist became the liaison between the IDA Project Administrator/MYTI Co-Executive, located at the MDRS State Office, and local community partners and IDA participants. The Benefits Specialist also secured verification of earnings so that savings could be matched, processed waiver requests or leave of absence requests when necessary, and scheduled additional financial literacy classes for the convenience of participants. The Benefits Specialist worked and continues to work closely with the participants and their families who have reached their IDA savings goals to move them toward asset purchase.

[image: image7.emf]Table 6: SSA Waiver Use

Waiver

Student earned income exclusion 30

Section 301 waiver 1

$3 for $4 earned income exclusion 15

IDA 16

PASS 0

Number of 

Students Using


Although no PASS plans were ever submitted and approved, PASS and IDAs were discussed with participants as they became employed. Sixteen MYTI participants opened IDAs.  Six of the MYTI participants with IDA accounts are pursuing self-employment while the other seven are saving for first time home ownership. Of the six with self-employment goals, five are current SSI recipients with the sixth not currently receiving SSA disability benefits due to deemed parental income.
During the transition/exit months of the MYTI project, the MYTI Benefits Specialist met with employed participants to explain that waivers would end effective September 30, 2008. An individualized Benefit Summary & Analysis (BSA) was prepared for each participant that was employed at the time, had been employed, or was in a work experience. The BSA explained critical touch points or milestones that each participant could encounter in the future, particularly those related to working.
For participants 16 to 21 years old, the BSA focused on preparing for the age-18 redetermination process, how to report earnings to their local SSA office, and how to report/track the Student Earned Income Exclusion (SEIE). Participants were given a SEIE chart that was developed to assist them in recording their earnings along with a list of information that should be provided to SSA as proof of student status. For participants using the enhanced YTD $3 for $4 Earned Income Exclusion (EIE) waiver, their BSA explained that upon project end, SSA would begin to calculate countable earned income using the non-waiver Earned Income Exclusion (EIE) work incentive; whereby, basically $1 is excluded for every $2 earned when determining countable income for SSI.
Participants were given contact information for the state Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) program and were assured that a WIPA Community Work Incentives Coordinator would be available post MYTI to answer any questions and assist with employment efforts.
Partnerships — Community and Interagency Collaboration
The project used the following agencies and partners to plan and implement the interventions. There were four basic teams composed of members of the listed partners. Each team had a specific role in MYTI.
State Level Management Team:
· to problem solve issues during implementation and to consider sustainability 
Local Management Team:
· to guide project activities
Selection Committee:
· to select students
Implementation Team (project staff and school personnel):
· to implement services
Listed below are partners along with a description of services they typically provide:
· Mississippi Department of Rehabilitation Services (MDRS) - Provides rehabilitation services authorized by law to eligible individuals with disabilities and provides services to enable individuals with disabilities to function more independently.
· Mississippi State Department of Education (MDE) - Executes all laws relating to the administrative, supervisory, and consultative services to the public schools. MDRS had an Interagency Agreement with MDE and a Memorandum of Understanding with the local school districts, including Harrison County, Jackson County, and Gulfport school districts, to provide a comprehensive program of services that will enable youth with disabilities to transition from school to work.
· State Board of Community and Junior Colleges - Coordinates the state system of community and junior colleges by administering state laws and appropriations.
· Mississippi Developmental Authority (MDA) – Administers the Workforce Investment Act of 1998.
· Mississippi Department of Employment Security (MDES) - Promotes employment security by increasing opportunities for the placement of workers in jobs and by administering unemployment insurance programs. MDES is the principle operator of the One-Stop Centers in the majority of the local workforce investment areas.
· WIN Job Center - The Workforce Investment Network (WIN) in Mississippi is an innovative strategy designed to provide convenient, one-stop employment and training services to employers and job seekers. Combining federal, state and community workforce programs and services into physical locations and electronic sites, WIN in Mississippi creates a system that is both convenient and user friendly.
· Social Security Administration - Administers disability and retirement programs. Provided funding for the YTD project, coded beneficiaries/recipients as YTD participants, and applied waiver use.
· The Arc of Mississippi - Works as an advocacy organization to include all children and adults with cognitive, intellectual and developmental disabilities in every community by focusing on abilities, respect, choices for all and encouraging active citizenship and inclusion in every community.
· Mercy Housing and Human Development, Inc. - Handles the administrative duties for the IDA Program offered to MYTI participants as well as conducts the financial literacy classes.
· The Peoples Bank of Biloxi - Holds the individual IDA Savings Accounts and the IDA Project Reserve Account as well as disburses approved payments to vendors for items relating to asset goals.
Sustainability of Best Practices
The project viewed sustainability from two perspectives: 1) features to be sustained and 2) skill capacity. The local school districts adopted the transition features used in the project as listed: transition phases, customized employment strategies, interagency collaboration (VR, ED, SSA, DOL), skills and experiences. While the school districts and Mississippi Department of Rehabilitation Services do not have additional funds, these features are still offered in different ways to the students. The skills that staff developed continue to touch the lives of the students. Each staff person that was a part of MYTI was either retained in a job created to implement the project features within an agency/school or hired for positions that would offer similar features.
Discovery is the foundation of the customized employment process. The discovery process was demonstrated differently for younger children than for older children. For younger students, a life book was recommended while older youth used a vocational profile, representational portfolio and employment plan, all of which used information gathered during discovery. Discovery is reflected for all four phases of transition on the World of Employment Transition — School to Work Maps, one of the created MYTI products available for distribution. The Jackson County School District identified the customized employment process and the work experiences outlined in the map as the "coordinated set of transition activities" required in the Department of Education's federal performance indicators, specifically indicator 13. The inclusion of these activities as indicator 13 in the school performance records requires all parties, superintendent and principals, to facilitate implementation. While other schools are using MYTI strategies, it has not yet been determined if they are including them in their performance standards. In conjunction with the University of Southern Mississippi, the Jackson County School District hosted a transition conference sharing this inclusion with approximately 20 other schools mostly within the state of Mississippi, but also including school representatives from Kentucky and Florida. In addition, Mississippi Department of Rehabilitation Services evaluators were trained on discovery to use as appropriate.
During this last year of MYTI, the Jackson County School District created a Transition Team of five Transition Specialists through joint funding with MDRS. MDRS sponsors a jointly funded program with Mississippi Department of Education through the local school districts and the local MDRS offices, which implements the position of a Transition Specialist in the school. This position is funded under an interagency agreement (50% funding from each agency). The position provides needed transition services that will expand the scope of the Transition Program for both the school district and the VR transition program. Jackson County School District's team was dispersed in the four geographical areas of the county with one staff person in each high school while two of the Transition Specialists provided services in the community classroom, which formed as a result of MYTI. The transition team functioned in the no-cost extension year of MYTI and will continue in the upcoming school year.
The local WIN Job Centers created a set of activities to offer youth through teacher-led tours of the centers. Both the Pascagoula and Gulfport WIN Job Centers welcomed students during the years of MYTI. This connection will continue as teachers continue to have the funds to offer field trips to their students; however, usage of the WIN Job Centers will vary by school district.
Facilitating access to tours and/or services provided by the Job Centers is recommended in the World of Employment Transition — School to Work Maps.
Mentoring in the Jackson County School District as established in the final year of the MYTI project has been included in their school plan and has expanded to include students at risk of dropping out of school. Peer mentoring, due to the interest of the Jackson County School Superintendent, will continue in this school district using guidelines begun under MYTI. The Harrison County School District also developed a mentoring program while participating in MYTI and will continue some form of mentoring through their newly formed Positive Behavioral Support Program being implemented in targeted schools. The Positive Behavioral Support Program connects students with caring adults and/or their peers who are conducting themselves in an exemplary manner.
5. Summary/Conclusion
The project offered many opportunities for learning and reflection.
1. All students, regardless of their disability, have the capacity to do job tasks. Throughout the project, students had discovery and work experiences that demonstrated their potential contributions to an employer. The primary reason for non-employment for some of these students was the lack of available resources to devote to students on an individual basis to develop the job. A secondary reason was reluctance of families and school personnel for students that were in their last few years of school. SSA should consider partnerships with education and vocational rehabilitation agencies to create interagency teams within schools to promote employment and careers.
2. Creating a vision of work should start in the student’s formative years, by at least 10 years of age. Early expectations of work and planning for necessary supports are crucial to success. Students with significant disabilities need customized employment information to assist families and others in recognizing a way for them to be employed. Without this knowledge, school personnel and families only see the student competing with others for a job. Educating school personnel and families on customized employment that can be developed through discovery provides another option for students with disabilities. 
Matching and representing the best of the student to an employer after identifying tasks the employer needs will most likely convince the employer that the student is qualified and will match the needs of the employer as well as any other individual. Facilitating a change in vision for employers, teachers, and families is the goal.
3. Families and students are willing to work if they have an understanding of the impact of work on their Social Security benefits. Access to personnel to explain this was invaluable. SSA should consider a partnership with the Department of Education to place "Transition WIPA" personnel directly in the schools. If education is offered early on by WIPA certified personnel, and if it is offered in settings where students are served daily, students are more likely to get the proper information to inspire them to work.
In addition, Michael Callahan, Mark Gold & Associates, developed a 27-page document that addresses the important innovations and lessons learned during the implementation of the MYTI project. His complete document is a companion to this final summary report. A summarization of his reflections of the lessons learned during the MYTI experience is listed here:
1. The availability of a certified Benefits Specialist to provide clarity and information on SSA benefits and waivers to MYTI participants and their families broke down barriers to employment and created a new level of trust. Collaboration, availability, and a welcoming attitude of the Benefits Specialist, teachers, and local SSA staff were key to the development of that trust.
2. While all partners agreed that phases of age appropriate interventions were necessary for success, it was not initially clear that teachers needed specific information on implementing targeted activities to assist them to integrate discovery and the customized process into their lesson plans. Thus, MYTI developed the Discovery Curriculum that provides activities and integrates them into teaching units.
3. The culture of schools is so strong that even if interventions such as discovery work, they are not likely to be implemented without significant administrative support and direction. Due to time availability, there was reluctance on the part of teachers to conduct discovery in the student's home or community. Participating school districts supported teachers' voluntary efforts but seemed reluctant to mandate teacher participation outside of the school setting.
4. Customized employment worked for all students. However, overcoming prevalent attitudinal barriers presented a challenge. Teachers found it difficult to engage in technical assistance or training to learn how the strategies for employment are non-competitive.
5. MYTI realized that unpaid experiences are typical and useful for all students during their educational experience. However, the project developed categories of work experiences designed to move from a general focus for younger students to a much more focused, customized experience for older individuals.
6. Students/families only used allocated Student Budget funds as needed rather than expending all available funds. Teachers did not to any significant degree take the responsibility to integrate lessons on managing personal budgets into their course content as MYTI had hoped they would. More work is needed in this area of empowerment.
7. The combination of supports provided for IDA Program participants and the $4 to $1 match was a powerful incentive to jump-start the habit of savings. Young participants face additional challenges when actually using their savings for asset purchase such as establishing credit or working at a level sufficient for approval of asset purchase, both of which require significant extended periods of time to develop.
8. School districts had a form of a de facto tier system that made it challenging to secure permission for community work experiences. Thus, schools primarily relied on in-school vocational training. 
9. Accessible transportation remains a significant factor.
10. No system assumes responsibility for job development for transitioning students with significant disabilities; not Education, Rehabilitation, SSA, or Developmental Disabilities Services. These systems do not assign discrete personnel for job development representation to this age range and level of disability. The vast majority of students served by MYTI and the YTD needed the type of job development representation offered by MYTI to be successfully employed.
Mr. Callahan concludes his report by saying that "employment is possible for students across the range of impact of disability and that transition needs to start much younger than the current norm of mid-teen years."
26
Mississippi Model Youth Transition Innovation

MYTI Project Final Summary Report


