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Youth Transition Demonstration Project
Erie County: Transition WORKS
1.
Executive Summary
The Erie Youth Transition Demonstration (YTD) Project, known as Transition WORKS, sought to maximize economic self-sufficiency and independence for 400 randomly assigned youth who were Social Security Administration (SSA) disability beneficiaries ages 16 to 25 by improving their educational and employment status.  Transition WORKS served youth in Erie County, New York, which includes the city of Buffalo.  The project was designed to fill identified gaps in transition services for those youth.  Transition WORKS provided training on self-determination and self-advocacy for youth and their families, transition planning, work-based experiences, family support and instruction on organizing the materials needed to apply for benefits, social and health services, SSA waivers, and benefits counseling.  Table 1.1 provides an overview of Transition WORKS. 

Table 1.1.  Overview of the Erie County, NY, YTD Project

	Project name
	Transition WORKS

	Lead organization
	The Erie 1 Board of Cooperative Educational Services

	Partner organizations
	Neighborhood Legal Services, the Community Employment Office, and the Parent Network of Western New York

	Geographic scope or location
	Erie County, including the city of Buffalo

	Target population
	Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), and Social Security Childhood Disability Benefit (CDB) beneficiaries 16 through 25 years old

	Length of services
	Participants receive at least 18 months of intensive services, followed by employment supports as necessary.

	Staffing structure
	Two Transition coordinators, five job developers, two benefits counselors, and two parents affiliated with the Parent Network delivered intervention services.


Lead Agency and Key Partners

The Transition WORKS project was administered by the Erie 1 Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES).  Erie 1 BOCES is one of 37 regional public education service organizations established in 1948 to serve school districts throughout New York.  Erie 1 BOCES delivers education services to 20 school districts in Erie County.  Among other services, it provides academic and functional programs and related special education services during the school year, including counseling; occupational, physical, and speech therapy; and hearing and vision services.  Erie 1 BOCES also offers a six-week summer program, which gives school districts the opportunity to purchase services at cost to provide dedicated summer school activities for special education students.

Because of the multitude of services offered by Erie 1 BOCES, Transition WORKS was able to collaborate with school districts, local agencies, and services providers (city, township, county, state, and federal), to provide service coordination, benefits advisement, parent training, and job development services not only to YTD participants who were in school, but also those who no longer attended school.  In addition, Transition WORKS developed formal arrangements with three partner organizations to braid our services to create a seamless intervention program:
· Neighborhood Legal Services, Inc. (NLS).  NLS is a legal services corporation that provides services to low-income families and people with disabilities.  Located in downtown Buffalo, NLS staff work with Transition WORKS participants and their families to provide benefits planning services and assistance with the SSA waivers.

· The Community Employment Office (CEO).  The CEO, in cooperation with the Western New York Placement Partnership, was an alliance of public and voluntary agencies working together to promote integrated employment opportunities for individuals with disabilities in the Western New York area.  The CEO provided employment preparation services, resume’ writing and interview skills training, to Transition WORKS participants and assisted them in identifying and linking with appropriate jobs in the community.

· The Parent Network of Western New York.  The Parent Network of Western New York is a parent-led community organization with a mission to support youth with disabilities and their families.  It conducted a “binder-training” workshop that helped parents and/or guardians of Transition WORKS participants organize important documents on their youth.  The Parent Network also prepared a monthly newsletter with information on topics of importance to youth with disabilities and their families.

In addition to these formal arrangements, Transition WORKS also leveraged services from the local offices of Vocational and Educational Services for Individuals with Disabilities (VESID), the state vocational rehabilitation agency, the New York State Office of Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities (OMRDD), and the New York State Office of Mental Health 
(OMH).  A number of organizations contract with OMRDD to provide services in Erie County, including local affiliates of the Association of Retarded Citizens and United Cerebral Palsy.

The objectives of Transition WORKS were to: (a) Implement an integrated transition system for youth age 16-25 that resulted in improved employment for young people with severe disabilities through a collaborative partnership of Federal, State and local agencies and schools; (b) Identify and document supports and services necessary for students with severe disabilities to experience a seamless transition to the post-school world of work, postsecondary education, and independent living; and (c) Develop support materials for staff development and project operations that facilitate replication of effective practices to other locations.

400 randomly selected participants were enrolled in Transition WORKS between January 31, 2007 and May 28, 2008.  Interventions were on-going throughout the enrollment period and continued until the final project close-out date, December 31, 2009.  203 participants gained employment experience and 141 participants continued to be employed at project close-out.  58 participants began, returned to, or completed educational/vocational training programs.  281 participants were linked to additional supports and services agencies, which ensured follow along services, increasing the likelihood of successful outcomes.  
2. Interventions
Transition WORKS was designed to empower participants and their families to navigate the existing fragmented service systems and offered transition services; summarized in table 2.1, to fill service gaps for youth in Erie County.  Transition WORKS was staffed by nine employees of Erie 1 BOCES (see attachment for job descriptions/qualifications) and by additional individuals who were employees of the partner organizations (NLS, CEO, and Parent Network). The assistant director for school support services at Erie 1 BOCES served as the project director for Transition WORKS, devoting approximately 40 percent of her time to that responsibility. The project also was staffed at Erie 1 BOCES by a project manager, two transition coordinators, and five job developers. One of the responsibilities of the project manager was to serve as the site administrator of the ETO data system, ensuring accurate data collection and record keeping.  He also oversaw the transition coordinators, responsible for coordinating all youth services and job developers to ensure treatment group youth were enrolled in the project and received services. In addition, he coordinated with the partner organizations to ensure they were appropriately serving Transition WORKS participants. The transition coordinators and job developers at Erie 1 BOCES provided the bulk of services to the project participants, which formed a cohesive, close-knit team whose roles often were interchangeable. Completing the team were the partners; a full-time staff member at the CEO (specialized in interview skills training, resume’ writing, job development, and employer relationship building), three full-time and two part-time staff at NLS (Certified Community Work Incentives Coordinators, CWIC’s) to provide benefits advisement/counseling, and staff at the Parent Network (parent advocacy trainers) who provide binder training.  
To coordinate service provision to the project participants, the Transition WORKS staff held several scheduled meetings each month. These include a monthly meeting with SSA’s area work incentive coordinator (AWIC), a case review meeting once a month to discuss participants status within the program and those experiencing problems with SSA benefits, and a weekly vocational meeting was also held to coordinate staff efforts in the key areas of career exploration and job placement based on case reviews by the transition coordinators.  
Project services began with self-determination training that culminated in the development of a transition plan, which guided the services of the core YTD intervention component: Youth empowerment.  Subsequent services focused on the core YTD intervention component: Individualized work-based experiences, which capitalized on the youth’s interests and strengths.  The Erie-specific component included vocational assessments; career exploration; informational interviews; job tours; individualized job development; job shadowing; internships; job try-outs; and competitive employment.  Transition WORKS also supported youth in furthering their educational and vocational goals with the core YTD intervention component: system linkages connecting youth to vocational rehabilitation services and other employment supports; referrals to social and health service providers; and financial support for work-related expenses.  Erie-YTD specific components also include individualized counseling on demand; SSA waivers, and other sources of public assistance.  Transition WORKS also provided family supports through Erie-YTD Specific components: benefits counseling (to improve family knowledge of benefits related issues), binder-training (to help families keep important documents organized), and newsletters (to help participants and their families remain informed of workshops, disability related news, and state and federal changes in legislation).  

The family supports interventions were selected based on research studies involving youth empowerment and family involvement in the education and transition of students with disabilities; reported by Wehmeyer, M. L., Morningstar, M., and Husted, D., Family Involvement in Transition Planning, (1999).  Table 2.1  Core Components of the Erie County, NY, YTD Project

	Core YTD Intervention Component
	Erie-Specific Component
	Description

	Youth empowerment
	Self-determination assessment

Self-determination workshops

Transition planning
	If a participant was assessed as being not self-determined, the transition coordinator provided him or her with self-determination training.  The next step was to develop a transition plan, which outlined the youth’s strengths, aspirations, and work experiences.  The transition plan enabled the youth to outline action steps for engaging in employment, education, and other gainful activities.

	Individualized work-based experiences
	Vocational assessment and career exploration 

Job development, job search, work experiences, follow-along services
	Based on skills and interests outlined in the transition plan, job developers arranged work experiences, such as job shadowing, internships, informational interviews, job tours, job try-outs, and competitive employment.  Job developers also provided job coaching and other follow-along services to youth who were employed.

	Family supports
	Benefits counseling

Binder training

Newsletters
	Benefits counseling was provided to families to increase parental support for youth employment and also to address the family’s other economic needs.  A binder-training workshop provided instruction on keeping beneficiary documents organized.  Monthly newsletters kept parents informed of resources available at the Parent Network.

	System linkages
	Linkages with external providers
	Linkages with public agencies included VESID (state VR agency), the local transit authority, and other local service providers.

	Social and health services
	Referrals to appropriate services
	Transition coordinators provided referrals to other programs and organizations for social and health services.

	SSA waivers and benefits counseling
	One-on-one meetings with benefits counselors

Benefits advisement letter and individualized counseling on demand
	General information on benefits and waivers was provided during the intake meeting.  Individualized counseling and an advisement letter on benefits and waivers were provided by NLS after enrollment and also at job placement and close-out. 

	Other key components or features
	Education services 

General case management
	Support was provided for high school completion, IEP meetings, obtaining a GED, obtaining financial aid for postsecondary education, and enrolling in postsecondary education.  Transition coordinators provide general case management, including check-ins and follow-up services pursuant to check-ins.


3. Implementation of Services
A youth’s progression through the Transition WORKS YTD project is depicted in Figure 3.1.  After Mathematica assigned a youth to the evaluation’s treatment group and conveyed the contact information to Transition WORKS via Efforts-To-Outcomes (ETO), a Social Solutions, Inc. web based data collection system, a transition coordinator was primarily responsible for conducting outreach to the youth and conducting an intake meeting.  The meeting was scheduled to occur at a time and location convenient for the youth, frequently in his or her home, but sometimes in the BOCES office or another easily accessible location, dependent on the desires and comfort of the participant.  During the intake meeting, the transition coordinator informed the youth about Transition WORKS and the services it offered, as well as an initial overview of the SSA waivers (see attachment) and provided written information on these services and waivers.  Basic information regarding the youth and his or her situation also was collected as part of the intake process.  The youth was considered to be enrolled in project services upon the successful completion of the intake meeting.  The services are summarized in Table 2.1 and explained in greater detail in the following section.
Figure 3.1.  Participant Flow Through the Erie County, NY, YTD Project
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Self-Determination

Upon intake, youth enrolled in Transition WORKS were assessed, by transition coordinators, for their ability to express goals, their awareness of their disability, and their ability to take age-appropriate control over their lives.  During this assessment, youth were asked to (1) describe their disability and how it impacts their education or employment; (2) articulate their goals in living, learning, working, and playing; and (3) express their strengths, likes, and dislikes.  Youth who had difficulty discussing those topics were directed to project workshops for self-determination training.  Most youth were deemed to need such training, regardless of whether they previously had received it in school.  Coordinators also evaluated whether project participants had the cognitive ability to benefit from the self-determination workshops.  Those who were deemed unable to benefit from group training received individualized instruction from the transition coordinators.
Self-determination training was provided by the transition coordinators to small groups of youth in two workshops:  Self-determination 1 (SD-1) and Self-determination 2 (SD-2).  Training was provided in a youth’s home if he or she could not attend the workshops or was unable to learn in a group environment, but this was not the preferred option.  This training addressed the same four life domains (live, learn, work, and play) as the school curriculum, but with an added emphasis on career exploration and the world of work.  SD-1, which focused on the youths’ awareness of themselves and their disabilities, assisted the youth in articulating likes, dislikes, strengths, and needs in each life domain.  SD-2 focused upon goal setting, decision making, and communication.  Participants in this workshop used role-playing to explore:  (1) ways of communicating about their disabilities with educators and employers, (2) how to communicate needs assertively, and (3) how to request reasonable accommodations.  SD-2 ended with the youth setting short- and long-term goals related to the four life domains.

The workshops provided an opportunity for the transition coordinators and the job developers to get to know the youth and to gather the information needed for the development of a Positive Personal Profile that would be used during transition planning and Transition Plan development.
Transition Planning

Once a youth had completed the self-determination workshops, or had been assessed as self-determined and therefore did not need to attend the workshops, the next step was to develop a Person Centered Plan (PCP), which was referred to by the Transition WORKS project as a “Transition Plan.”  The Transition Plan outlined a youth’s strengths, aspirations, and work experience.  It provided a format for the youth to specify goals for employment, education, and other areas and identified the steps that he or she would need to take to achieve those goals. 
Transition planning addressed the four life domains: live, learn, work, and play.  The planning session, which was lead by the transition coordinator, took place with the participant, the participant’s family, and the participants’ circle of support.  Documents utilized in the planning process included, but were not limited to, documentation developed in the self-determination workshops, a positive personal profile, and the transition planning document.  The Transition Plan identified each of the life domains, the participant’s current status in that domain, their short-term and long-term goals for that domain, the actions necessary to accomplish those goals, the individual responsible for ensuring the actions necessary to accomplish the goals were completed, and a time line for goal accomplishment.  The document stood as a goal setting contract between Transition WORKS and the participant.  In addition, it placed ownership and independence in the hands of the participant.  It also provided a tool that allowed participants to experience increased self esteem, and a sense of accomplishment, upon completion of short- term goals.  
The major challenge with the transition plan was participant follow through.  Many of the participants had never been challenged to take responsibility/ownership for their goal accomplishment.  They were not accustomed to the decision making process, particularly when it came to their own future.  To overcome this challenge, transition coordinators tailored long- term goals into more achievable short-term goals to create an environment of situational success.  The successful completion of short-term goals ignited a desire in participants to plan for a new goal and take on more responsibility or look for the support necessary to achieve goal accomplishment.  Transition plans were edited or updated upon goal completion or modification by the participant.    

Binder Training

During the intake meeting, parents and guardians of Transition WORKS participants were scheduled to attend a workshop on binder training, with the participant and any members of the participant’s circle of supports. The training was conducted by the Parent Network of Western New York.  Parents were encouraged to bring paperwork on their youth, such as a copy of an Individual Education Plan (IEP) or letters from SSA, to the workshop.  During the workshop, those documents were compiled in well-organized binders that were divided into several 
sections, including “work,” “medical,” and “school,” and had pockets for Social Security and Medicaid cards.  Also during the workshop, staff of the Parent Network of Western New York provided the parents with an orientation to the service system for young adults with disabilities, and responded to the parents’ questions about the various services.

The binder training began with a discussion of the importance of the transition process and how to infuse the principles for successful transition in the four key life domains (live, learn, work and play) that were the basis for the self-determination training for youth.  For example, the workshop participants may have learned how to infuse transition services in an IEP or how to request a vocational assessment before exiting school.  The training ended with an action plan that may have included attendance at training sessions on specific services, conducted by the Parent Network with funding through sources other than YTD.  Every parent was placed on the Parent Network’s mailing list after the binder training and they were informed of additional training opportunities.  The Parent Network also prepared a monthly newsletter that contained information, resources, and news of upcoming activities for youth with disabilities and their families.  Transition WORKS participants were included on the distribution list for those newsletter.

Benefits Planning

Following an initial overview of SSA benefits, standard SSA work incentives, and the SSA waivers for YTD during the project intake meeting, the participant and his or her family were referred to NLS for intensive, individualized benefits counseling.  NLS assigned a Benefits Advisor who contacted the youth to schedule an initial benefits planning meeting.  The full benefits planning process at NLS consisted of the following components:

· Initial Meeting.  The Transition WORKS participant was generally accompanied to this meeting by a family member or a representative payee.  Following a structured protocol, this hour-long interview included a thorough review and analysis of the youth and family’s financial situation and the benefits they received.  The NLS staff member also explained the SSA work incentives and waivers, medical benefits, and vocational services, adapting the explanations to the youth and family’s specific situations.

· Benefits Advisement Letter.  This letter summarized the interview and benefits analysis.  It reiterated information gathered during the interview, answered beneficiary questions, and made recommendations.

· Technical Assistance on Demand.  For youth who were currently working or were ready to begin working, this component included the development of a plan to use all appropriate SSA work incentives and waivers.  It also included assistance in implementing such a plan.  For all Transition WORKS participants, this component included referrals to additional benefit programs, including those providing housing, medical, and food assistance.

· Proactive Contact.  Through short, bi-monthly telephone contacts, the NLS Benefits Advisors followed up on recommendations, answered questions, and supported the Transition WORKS participant in carrying out          plans.  The Benefits Advisor also offered a more comprehensive in-person or telephone meeting at least once every six months to discuss any changes in the youth’s situation that might have affected his or her benefits.

As part of its benefits counseling, NLS might have provided a youth and family with assistance on financial and legal concerns that were not directly connected to the youth’s SSA benefits.  For example NLS might have addressed their economic needs by assessing whether they might have been eligible for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), food stamps, housing support, or assistance with domestic violence.  When appropriate, NLS referred a youth or family to its public benefits unit for more information and to determine their eligibility for such assistance.

Employment Services

The focus of employment services in Transition WORKS was career exploration, which a participating youth engaged in under the guidance of a job developer.  The process generally began with a vocational assessment that may have entailed written tests, job try-outs, and referral to a local vocational assessment center.  Building on the findings from the assessment(s), plus the skills and interests outlined in the transition plan, the transition coordinator would determine if the participant was job ready, and if so, assigned a job developer who arranged work-based experiences for the youth.  These included job shadowing, internships, informational interviews, and job tours.  The youth also participated in interview skills training provided by the CEO, during which he or she was videotaped while undergoing a mock interview.  The CEO staff reviewed the tape with the youth and together they critiqued the performance and developed strategies for improvement. Follow-up sessions were provided for practice and improving learned interview skills techniques. 
Transition WORKS job developers established rapport and maintained the relationships with employers, to develop an understanding of their operations and staffing needs, which developed employment opportunities for project participants.  When a participant was ready for paid employment, a job developer identified one or more jobs that match the youth’s interests and skills.  The job developer provided the youth with information on these jobs and assists him or her in applying for those that he or she selected.

Transition WORKS job developers provided follow-up services to support youth in maintaining their jobs, or to assisted them in identifying new employment opportunities when placements proved to be unsatisfactory or the participant was ready and prepared for new challenges.  Follow-up services included but were not limited to: job coaching, problem solving around job-related issues, (including relationships with supervisors and co-workers), appearance and social comportment, and youth dissatisfaction with some aspect of a job.  Job developers assisted youth who needed to quit their jobs, to do so in an appropriate and respectful manner, so the employers would provide positive references for them.  The job developers also worked with those youth to help them understand why their jobs proved to be unsatisfactory and helped them understand the lessons that might improve future employment experiences.
The major challenges related to employment services were job readiness.  Some of the barriers which contributed to delays in a participant receiving employment services were: family dynamics, transportation, housing, utilities, clothing, daycare for offspring, education, poor time management habits, the required documentation necessary for employment, Medicaid service coordination for medication management, lack of work experience, lack of soft skills, and the culture of unemployment.  Some of the participants in Transition WORKS did not know a single individual who had ever worked.  Some families would persuade the participant not to work because it would affect the benefit check.

The major challenges to job readiness, most of which could not be overcome in a 24-month- participant contact period, created a learning opportunity for the participant and the Transition WORKS staff.  Transition WORKS staff had to think outside the box on many occasions.  Each participant came into the program with a unique set of circumstances, which required unique intervention.  Job developers created job try-out opportunities.  Transition coordinators linked participants to federal, state, and local support services.  Transition coordinators addressed household and individual participant needs.  Transition WORKS discovered that sometimes life has the tendency to get in the way of goal accomplishment.  Transition WORKS coordinators provided, to program participants, the support, training, and skills required to address, refocus, and concentrate on the immediate short-term goal at hand, while remaining cognizant of the long-term goal (self-sufficiency). 
Education Services

Transition coordinators provided educational services to receptive youth who were in need of them.  Such services included, support for completing high school or obtaining a GED (e.g. establishing contact with tutors, literacy programs, and progressive educational institutions), attendance and support at IEP meetings, helped with enrolling in postsecondary education, and assisted in accessing financial aid for continuing education.  For youth who wanted to pursue postsecondary education, the staff offered guidance in assessing options and identifying appropriate programs and institutions. 

Additional Services

Transition coordinators also offered other services, including referrals to other service providers and general case management.  Referral services included referrals to and assistance in obtaining services from VESID, OMRDD, OMH, the local transit authority, and other local service providers.  General case management encompassed family support services, telephone check-ins, and follow-up services pursuant to check-ins.  Transition WORKS had a flexible approach to service delivery and coordinators addressed youths’ needs as they arose.

4.  Transition WORKS Outcomes and Key Accomplishments
A. Self-sufficiency Outcomes
Fourteen participants no longer received SSI cash benefits due to work.  All of those participants were in 1619b status for Medicaid benefits.  Three participants no longer received SSDI cash benefits.  

Transition coordinators had to arrange for job coaching services. In order for the above self- sufficiency outcomes to have occurred, the Transition coordinators had to assist the applicants to overcome the stress related to issues concerning housing, transportation, utilities payments, employer/employee relationships. In addition the participant/agency relationship of openness and supportiveness was essential to the success of the participant.  As expected, barriers to employment went beyond the participant’s educational level and the need for special SSI waivers.  We discovered, the SSI cash benefit was the only stable variable in the lives of many Transition WORKS participants.  As a result, establishing service coordination helped participants learn to control/identify supports for many of the variables in their lives and reduce their impact as barriers to employment.  
B. Employment Outcomes
141 of the participants or 35% were in paid employment at project close-out, at an average hourly wage of $ 7.70, for an average of 21.02 hours per week.  Participants were employed in a wide range of jobs and employment settings.  For example, participants were employed as: Document scanner (Praxair), IT Assistant (OMRDD), Teacher Assistant (Kiddie Korner), Passport Specialist (Citigroup), Soldier (US Army), Graduate Assistant (U of Buffalo), Bakery Attendant (Wegmans), Dock worker (Goodwill Industries), Substitute teacher (Hamburg schools), Decontamination Specialist (Serdtro), Customer service assistant (Multiple locations), as well as entry level/introductory jobs such as summer youth programs, retail, hotels, janitorial services, family and chain restaurants, health care facilities, pet shops, grocery and book stores, and manufacturing.  
89 of the participants or 22% were employed at enrollment: there were 21new employment positions or 24% were obtained by participants who were employed at enrollment.  Of the 141 participants employed at project close-out, 52 or 13% were not previously employed prior to enrollment. 203of the participants or 51% have had a total of 270 paid employment placements.  67of the youth or 16% participated in 95 paid/unpaid work/career exploration, work experiences (informational interviews, job tours, job shadowing, internships, and job try-outs).  Of those who engaged in work/career exploration, through work experiences, 21or 31% of the 67 were employed at project close-out.

C. Educational Outcomes
During the project, 24 participants completed high school, (13 graduated with Local(regular high school) diplomas/Regents (State requirements) diplomas, 9 with Individualized Education Plan (State Special Education) diplomas).  7 participants completed two year college programs and received their Associates degrees.  7 participants completed four year programs and received their Bachelors degrees.  1 participant received her Masters degree.  Transition coordinators provided a coordinated set of activities and support based on individual needs for each 
participant.  Additional participants were placed in GED, literacy, and life skills programs base on need and level of educational program readiness.  The number of students who dropped out of school is unknown.  Non of the participants who regularly participated in program activities dropped out of school.
D. Benefits Advisement and Waiver Use
All Transition WORKS participants were invited and encouraged to have an initial benefits advisement meeting to assess their benefits situations and provide the opportunity for them to express any concerns or questions they may have had.  After the initial benefits advisement session, participants were provided a written analysis that addressed their current benefits status, their concerns or questions, the work incentives provisions, the demonstration waivers, and recommendations.  

In general, participants were contacted by the Benefits Advisor on a bi-monthly basis either via telephone or contact letter.  The specific structure and frequency of benefits advisement was dependent upon the participants’ benefits circumstances.  For example, participants utilizing one or more of the waivers might have been in continuous need of benefits advisement services, including assistance with submitting pay stubs and budgeting.  Another example might have been that of a participant who completed a PASS application.  There had been numerous occasions for advocacy services from the Benefits Advisor to assist with overpayments of benefits, vocational services, housing, and public benefits issues.   Benefits Advisors also contacted participants every six months for a benefits advisement follow-up visit that was completed with a written benefits analysis based upon the follow-up visit.  Participants were also advised to contact their Benefits Advisor with changes to their income, living arrangements, household composition, marital status, and school status as those factors might have had an impact on their benefits.  

Benefits advisement services and the waivers provided participants with the support needed to make decisions to work, earn, and save.   Ensuring participants and their families had accurate information dispelled inaccuracies such as working would cause loss of benefits and Medicaid provided them the opportunity to make informed decisions regarding their benefits situations.  The waivers allowed participants to work and keep more of their earnings and in most cases maintained part of their SSI cash benefits and allowed the participants to explore their occupational and career goals.  

Many participants came to their Benefits Advisor very reluctant to work because they feared the loss of cash benefits or Medicaid.  In fact, many parents accompanied the participants to these meetings and expressed these same concerns.  We discovered many of their concerns and fears were base on neighborhood hearsay and a lack of knowledge from an official benefits advisement source.  In case after case, our Benefits Advisors were able to explain how the special work incentives, including the SSA waivers, would limit the impact on cash benefits when the participant worked.  They were also able to explain how the most successful participants, who earned enough to zero out the SSI or SSDI cash benefit, could retain Medicaid benefits through 1619(b) or Medicaid Buy-In for Working People with Disabilities, see http://www.socialsecurity.gov/disabilityresearch/wi/detailedinfo.htm# Special for details.  After receiving quality benefits advisement services, participants were less reluctant and increasingly more interested in going to work or increasing their work activity.  

E. Partnerships – Community and Interagency Collaboration

Participation in activities of Transition WORKS was based on individual participant needs.  Collaborations with community agencies were developed, by deploying staff member to agencies to introduce our program and offer any assistance they may need.  In addition Transition WORKS joined local organizations that support individuals with special needs.  Job developers also canvassed the county in search of employers interested in collaborating with our project in helping us meet our participant’s expressed desires and needs.  Transition WORKS developed collaborations with the local Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) office, Department Of Social Services (DSS), OMRDD, the Employment Consortium of Western New York, Erie 1 BOCES, local Developmental Disabilities and Mental Health agencies, Literacy Volunteers of Western New, Erie County One Stops, Consumer Credit Services, AmeriCorps, Independent Living Services, Goodwill, local GED providers, Erie Community College, YMCA, Macy’s, and Kohl’s department stores.  Allowing our staff the flexibility to go out into the community and build relationships with organizations, companies, schools, agencies (government and private), as well as individual private citizens resulted in a network of contacts unavailable to any other organization.    
F. Sustainability

As the Transition WORKS project came to a close, each participant’s case was reviewed by the transition coordinator and job developer to determine any unmet, long-term support needs.  During the course of the project, participants and their families/circle of support were referred to community based organizations for service coordination and other needed services.  If the participant had not completed the set of referral services in the Transition plan, they were provided with additional information and support to make the referral/request for services. Each participant had been given information to avail themselves of support services once the project had been completed.  

Transition WORKS discovered several pressing needs during the course of the project which led to the development of a number of vocational rehabilitation services.  One of the major pre-employment placements services overlooked, by VESID, was vocational assessments.  Transition WORKS ability to administer and provide a high quality report of assessment results led to the purchase of transition WORKS services by VESID, local agencies, individual schools, and school districts.  Transition WORKS applied for and has been approved as a Vocational Rehab service provider.  Transition WORKS was also approved for job placement services and work readiness services. 

In addition, Transition WORKS has developed and provides, at cost, Transition Cooperative Services (Co-Ser) for school districts.  Services include classroom and community based career exploration; Transition assessments; Person Centered Planning; self-determination training, referral to VR services, and social skills development.  Transition WORKS staff are also providing self-determination and employment services to youth.  These services are critical to a smooth transition for youth to adulthood 

Transition WORKS also created the Career Development Tool, used to train participants on job development skills which assisted them in learning job development techniques for themselves.  In addition, the Job Application Guide was developed to provide participants with a personal document which contained information necessary to fill out job applications on their own.  See appendix for examples and clarification of documents.  The Transition WORKS staff developed these tools after identifying the void which existed after job development services concluded.  Participants needed to learn the skills necessary to job search on their own in order to develop skills required to qualify for and sustain a career; the tools provided them with the opportunity to learn those skills.  Because many of our participants were sheltered, preventing the development of social networks, job development knowledge and skills were severely limited or nonexistent.  Participants also were limited in the skills necessary to fill out job applications and perform well in a job interview setting.  The job application tool was very useful as an on the spot tool for filling out job applications, eliminating the need to remember information, spellings, or proper language and text for submitting a good job application.  Interview skills training introduced participants to the challenging environment of a job interview.  Though video tape, participants were able to critique themselves on dress, appearance, and mannerisms.  Following interview skills training participants were all called back for a second interview.  

The development of goal setting skills was also critical.  Learning to establish and identify short term goals in pursuit of long term goals were essential to the transition of participants to adulthood.  Benefits advisement and understanding the impact of outside influences on benefits were crucial to reducing the anxiety of entering the world of work.  Families also faced many peripheral legal challenges.  Access to good, free legal representation reduced or removed many of the pitfalls, roadblocks, and anxiety Transition WORKS participants’ and their families faced.          

Lastly, Transition WORKS is currently in the application phase to become a SSA Employment Network.  Transition WORKS also assists the Parent Network of Western New York by providing Parent Trainers for transition seminars. Parent Trainers are transition coordinators who train parents on the transition process from high school to adulthood, and how those parents can help their child make a smooth transition. 

.      
5. Summary/Conclusion

Intake interviews a reflected reluctance on the part of families and youth to go to work because of a fear of losing benefits.  They expressed that they felt they had gone through a lot in order to secure financial support for themselves or for their child.  Some of the families have two or more children on SSI.  The cash benefit is sometimes the only source of income for an entire family, and so, they rely heavily on the cash benefit provided by SSI.  Over and over families told us they did not want to lose their check over a job which may not work out.  Because of these notions, families sometimes dissuaded their young adult from considering work. The SSI cash benefit arrives every month without delay or interruption. Families consider it stable.  
It didn’t seem to be a matter of a participant not wanting to work.  They in fact were searching for a sense of self-worth.  However, the needs they had in order to prepare themselves for going to work, in many cases, had created a self-belief of impossibility, or at the very least, a view of the struggle they were unwilling to attempt to tackle alone.  Each participant in the project had individual, specialized needs.  Transition WORKS staff found it challenging and rewarding to assist participants to indentify, address, and fulfill those needs.  The waivers, by themselves, do not and will not address the emotional needs which create the fear of not having the cash benefit available to them.  The projects ability to provide linkages, through service coordination, to services beyond those offered by SSA created a sense of security in most of the participants. 

After many months of interventions, telephone calls, emails, and visits to NLS, participants and families began to understand the benefits of working.  We have discovered, here at Transition WORKS, that participants and families who have been receiving SSI cash benefits throughout the disabled child’s elementary and secondary school years are expecting that cash benefit to continue into and throughout adulthood.  If the participant or family feels that their behavior (getting a job) will cause the cash benefit to stop, we have found that they are less likely to participate in that behavior.  With intensive counseling and service coordination, participants and families became educated, gained interest, and were less fearful of going to work.  
SSA rules are very complex and difficult to explain to an individual who does not have an elementary understanding of the SSA system.  It takes time and repeated exposure to the SSA waivers and rules in order to help a participant or family members to truly understand the benefits of working opposed to avoiding work to maintain cash benefits.  Added to the complexity of the SSA rules and the fear of losing the SSI cash benefit, is the fact that they are also eligible for other types of public assistance, complicating the situation even more. 
Service coordination and benefits counseling are a must if young people are going to be able to gain independence. Almost without exception, individuals initially feel they are losing and not gaining anything by going to work.  They feel they will lose the check, Medicaid, food stamps, public housing eligibility, and many other intangibles that we do not even think of if they go to work.  Transition WORKS feels waiver implementation without service coordination will be much less effective then the waivers coupled with service coordination.  
6. Appendences

A. Success Stories



1). Mark

He was 20 years old when he enrolled into the project.  He was diagnosed with a Learning Disability at a very young age.  He received SSDI DAC (father deceased) and SSI. When he completed high school he received an IEP diploma.  He lives with his mother, who also receives SSDI DAC and SSI, and neither of them had ever worked.  

During the program intake he expressed an interest in attending a local community college to play football.  Transition WORKS scheduled him for a placement test at the Pathways, a GED / college credit program at Erie Community College.  Unfortunately he did not score high enough to enter the program.  

He decided he wanted to work, because of the bad experiences in school and with the Pathways placement test.  He said he wanted to work at night, in a job that required him to stay mobile, during the work hours, maybe a security guard.  After researching the requirement and prerequisites for security guards with Mark, he discovered that he would have to get some training and schooling.  

After offering him many job opportunities, Mark decided on an overnight janitorial job at the University of Buffalo.  He felt the job was perfect for him. The job was at night, it kept him busy and moving for the entire shift, and transportation was provided by the employer.


As a result of working Mark and his mother have moved to a safer neighborhood.  He started a reading program through Literacy Volunteers.  His mother started working.  He took and passed the written drivers written test, with reading supports.  He paid for drivers training classes, passed the drivers road test, and purchased a car.  He gained independence and self confidence.  


Last year, Mark was promoted to a State job paying him more then $11.00 per hour.  He also requested and VR approved to pay for forklift operation training.  He would like a job driving a forklift in a warehouse.  He said he understands that he will have to read, when working a warehousing job.  The reading program, at Literacy Volunteers has sparked his desire to try school again.


Mark is currently in 1619b status due to work.  His reliance on SSI has diminished.  He understands his SSI eligibility and the available resources which can help him.  He understands the need to report his wages.  He also understands the impact work has had on his SSI/SSDI cash benefits.  He is happy with his current income, but looks to increase his income through working wages not SSI.


Mark’s mother also received SSI.  Today she is currently working; however her work history is spotty.  She has stopped work in the past because house subsidies were interrupted.  She wants to work.  Transition WORK considers that desire to be a direct result of the program.
2).  Albert:
Albert was 19 years old and attending ITT Technical Institute when he enrolled into the project.  He was diagnosed with a mental health disorder, bi-polar, at an early age.  
Chuck Root of the Transition WORKS staff, in addition to his project duties, coordinates the Buffalo Disabilities Mentoring Day (DMD) activities.  Through Chuck’s DMD coordination efforts he builds many close relationships with large corporations and organizations.  During one of his DMD coordination activities it was brought to his attention that Praxair, a world renowned high pressure tank manufacture, was in desperate need of an employee to transfer drawings and schematics from paper files to electronic digital files.  Chuck informed the employer that he would have to see the job in order to evaluate it and complete a task analysis, which he could then use to match a participant to the job.  The employer told Chuck that he did not have anyone currently doing the job, but he could show him where the job was to take place and how the job should look.  The fill cabinets were situated in a long hallway in the basement of the building.  The files dated from present, back to the 1950’s.

At the weekly vocational team meeting Chuck introduced the potential job information to the team.  Albert’s Job Developer (Flor) scheduled Albert for Interview Skills training with Chuck, and because she believed he would be a good candidate for the job at Praxair.

Chuck worked with Albert on his resume’, interview skills, and helped him schedule an interview with Praxair.  Albert did well on his interview and has been at Praxair since October 1, 2008, scanning documents and schematics, and creating electronic files for tanks sold to customers around the world.  



3).  Ann:  
Ann became a quadriplegic at the age of seventeen as a result of a car accident.  Her condition requires that she have a full-time aide to assist her.  Ann has extensive medical needs and potential complications that require consistent and proactive medical treatment and interventions.  Medicaid is vital and integral to meeting these multiple and expensive needs.

Ann returned to school and received her high school diploma within a year after her accident.  She then continued onto college and law school.  Ann had taken the bar exam and was awaiting the results at the time she enrolled into the project.
Ann had made some assumptions her benefits and needed clarification regarding her Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Medicaid and other support programs before beginning to look for work.  She was anticipating working part-time at a local law firm or the public defender’s office. Ann then had plans to open her own private criminal law practice.  She explained that as a part-time employee and later as a self-employed attorney, she could limit her work hours and thus maintain her eligibility for Medicaid.

Ann learned from her benefits advisor that if she worked full-time she would lose her SSI cash benefits.  However, she would continue to maintain Medicaid through the SSI work incentive 1619(b) Medicaid.  With the establishment of an individualized threshold for 1619(b) Medicaid, Ann learned that she could work and earn substantially more than expected while Medicaid would continue to pay for her vital medical care.  Ann was thrilled to know that she was no longer limited to part-time work; because her desire was to take advantage of a successful education and to work full-time in her chosen vocational field.

Additionally, in order for Ann to meet both her medical needs and fulfill her job requirements, she needed a new wheelchair.  The Transition WORKS Project benefits advisor was able to assist Ann in requesting and obtaining funding from Medicaid for a new wheelchair.  The wheelchair enabled her to raise and lower her seating in addition to standing upright.  She is now able to stand in any given venue, such as in addressing the court, in her current position as law guardian for children.  (Please note that this type of service is not typical for benefits advisors for the project as a whole, but Neighborhood Legal Services offers a variety of disability-related services.)

The variety of services the Transition WORKS Project was directly able to provide and its ability to facilitate through other sources has played an important role in helping this courageous and talented young woman in realizing her life goals of full and active participation in life and vocation.   


4). Kyle:
Kyle was 19 years old when he enrolled in the YTD project.  He had been diagnosed with Schizophrenic, Paranoia and difficulty hearing.  At the time of the intake Kyle very rarely came out of his trailer-home.  His mother shopped for him, paid his bills, and also rode the bus with him.  

Kyle told Transition WORKS staff he wanted to be a baker.  Fortunately, one of the top bakeries in the area was right across the street from were Kyle’s home.  His job developer was able to get him an interview and Kyle was hired.  He quit the job four days later.  Kyle told his job developer he did not want to bake bread; he wanted to bake cakes and pastries.  His transition coordinator discussed the educational requirements of a pastry chef with Kyle.  She also discussed transportation and the fact that he would have to take the bus to school and possibly to work, once he was employed.  Transition WORKS provided mobility training to help Kyle overcome his anxiety with public transportation.  Transition Works assisted Kyle with his VR application and interview.  VR supplied him with tuition assistance, bakery tools, books, and uniforms.   The transition coordinator also helped Kyle enroll in a culinary arts program at the local community college. 

Upon graduation from the program Kyle was offered a job with the most prestigious bakery in Western New York.  Kyle turned the job down.  He said, “I only want to work for Wegmans,” a large grocery store chain, ranked, the number five best place to work by Fortune 500 magazine.  Kyle’s job developer had a contact at Wegmans, but Kyle wanted to apply on his own.  Kyle applied, interviewed and was hired on the spot.  Kyle has been on his job at Wegmans for over a year now.  He is very happy and doing well.  He has gone through great personal growth and is much more confident in his abilities.

5). David
David was 24 years old when he enrolled into the YTD project.  David has been diagnosed with Down’s syndrome.  He was linked to a local agency, and was receiving agency supports up to and including job development, when he enrolled in the project.  David was working, performing cleaning duties, in senior residential setting.

David attended Transition WORKS workshops wearing a sport coat and tie.  He informed the transition WORKS staff he desired to work in an office or mail room.  David’s job developer explored the employment possibilities for David and discovered transportation was a major issue.  David could not take the bus on his own and the group home, in which he lives, could not guarantee transportation on a consistent basis. In addition, David’s diabetes was not under control at the time.  
Transition WORKS staff decided to work on transportation and a good work based experience for David that would be ready once his diabetes was under control.  For transportation David was linked to Para Transit.  Para Transit would transport David anywhere for a minimal fee.  Transition WORKS also set up a job try-out with OMRDD in an office which prepares literature for disability awareness workshops.  In addition an agreement, to split coaching duties, with the local agency job coach was made to ensure complete job coaching coverage, because David continued to hold his cleaning job.

After a lengthy wait for the state OMRDD funded position to come open, April 1, 2009 David finally had his job try-out with Parent to Parent of Western New York.  He was hired by Parent to Parent six weeks later.  In June 2009, David received a name plaque for his desk, he was very excited and proud.  In November 2009, David received his first box of business cards.  It is now official, he is an office worker. 
B. Additional information

1).
See attachments for Job Application Tool, Career Development Tool, Career Development Tool Guide for Job Developers, Participant (Transition WORKS) Information Brochure, and Employer (Transition WORKS) Information Brochure.
2).
Lessons Learned:
Family Involvement

· Never underestimate the power of the family.  

· Many participants were caught up in a culture of poverty, where low income was acceptable because everyone they knew was in the same financial situation.  In addition, that culture was fostered by perceived cliffs and tunnels of the SSA system.

· Many participants (sometimes entire families) did not understand the concept of work.

· Obstructions to a culture of work were dominating the youth’s life (e.g. unstable home life, hazardous community environment, poor reading and math skills, lack of transportation, not having a high school diploma, devoid of a family work history, misunderstanding of SSA rules, etc.)
· There is a major need for parent training regarding SSA rules, age-18 redetermination, waivers, changes to the cash benefit, and their relationships to work

· These trainings / information sessions should start immediately upon the youth’s eligibility determination and continue periodically throughout elementary, middle, and secondary school years, by community based, highly trained service coordinators/benefits advisors.
Youth
· Listen to the youth, because they do know what they want.  Working closely with the youth, to help them reach their dreams, wants, and desires is the way to go.

· Maintain a presence in the lives of the youth.  Remain positive and proactive, and by all means maintain a sense of humor.
Service Delivery
· With only two Transition Coordinators assigned to the project, handling a caseload of 200 for each was extremely daunting.  A smaller caseload of 100 – 125, or additional coordinators would have allowed for better follow up for participants requiring intensive supports/attention.

-
Partnerships were critical to program success.  It allowed for professional intervention in targeted areas of participant needs and concerns.  Partnerships also prevented placing important inventions (for participants) on the back burner                     (i.e., housing issues), staff member would have been tied up focusing on a different issues (i.e., job development), had they not been able to pass the case on to a highly trained, intervention specific partner.

· Regularly scheduled meetings, with all staff members, and intensive staff development were absolutely critical to program success.  They kept everyone focused on the tasks at hand, offered an environment to share information, and rectify problems by tapping into and utilizing the expertise of individual staff members and partners on a weekly and monthly basis.
· Job development training received from TransCen and the Transition WORKS philosophy of person centered job development did not match the philosophy of the job development process at local Federal and State funded non-for-profit agencies.  Due to their funding streams, which require job placement within 90 days, it was difficult for them to provide individualized, time consuming job try-outs, job shadows, informational interviews, or the participant relationship building process necessary for an effective person centered planning program.  In addition, local agency job developers may have a caseload as high as 50 clients.  Agency job developers, however, were outstanding at employer relationship building.  Each local agency job developer has established a pool of employers (hotels, restaurants, gas stations, flower shops, nursing homes, the usual four F’s (Filth, flowers, fill, and fold)), as job placement opportunities, because they have quick turnover and small learning curves.  The philosophy of the local agencies forced Transition WORKS to take the lead on job development services to ensure person center planning techniques were utilized in the job development process.  Person centered planning ensured Transition WORKS participants found a job that interested them, they were capable of performing, and they enjoyed having.  Transition WORKS practiced and believed, if an individual is interested in the work they do, can perform the required tasks of the job, loves the environment (setting) of the job, and are appreciated on the job, they will develop self-worth and they are more likely to keep the job, and excel.   
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