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 Start on Success

 The School-to-Work Transition Program
Structure and Key Principles

I

n its first 15 years, Start on Success has more than doubled the odds that a participating high-school students with disabilities will go on to further education or employment. Results like that come about mainly because of three core elements:

Education and Programming that Break the Mold. At its best, SOS creates a fundamentally different kind of learning experience from the traditional high-school classroom. It’s based in the community; it exposes students to successful peers and role models; and it broadens their daily routine beyond anything a conventional education would have envisioned.
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Transition Services that Work Together in a Coordinated Way. Plenty of public and community-based agencies offer services for young people with disabilities. But these various services don’t always work in concert. SOS builds and sustains partnerships among many public agencies and organizations and keeps them involved throughout the course of each student’s transition.
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A Business Community Fully Engaged in the Project. In SOS, students spend a portion of their day in paid, entry-level positions at local businesses. Their job-site supervisors are company managers who often become mentors, career guides, and skill developers. To be certain that the student interns provide valuable service to the companies, and that the supervisors contribute to a positive difference in student’s lives, companies need to be thoroughly involved in the design, execution, and evaluation of every SOS effort. 
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Each one of these basic elements, done well, will open paths to a satisfying career for many students with disabilities. But when they are combined, the result is something genuinely transformative.

Creative Education and Programming in SOS

W

hether because of disability, socioeconomic background, or other cultural factors, some students just don’t fulfill their potential in a standard classroom. SOS offers a clear alternative: a different environment, a different approach to learning, different relationships with adults, and a completely different daily routine and range of experiences.

The most visible difference, of course, is the SOS internship, in which students spend a portion of their day in paid employment at a participating company. But setting up an SOS program typically leads to a ripple of other changes in the way students learn and prepare for adulthood. It tends to change the way disability-related curriculum is delivered. It draws other public agencies, beyond the schools, into a significantly wider role in students’ education. And the model can incorporate a transition curriculum that starts as early as the 9th grade, encompassing a wide range of issues relevant to students with disabilities. 

These are the steps that lead to the greatest benefits in learning and programming in SOS:

Stage 1

Set up a program in a single high school, with a single business host.

We suggest starting with 12 interns from junior and senior years. Twelve students normally justify devoting one full-time teacher to the project.

Devote the first semester to planning. Internships start in the second semester.

Start introducing transition-specific curricular elements in the first semester.

In Year 2 and beyond, internships last two semesters. 

Stage 1, Step-by-Step:

Identify an SOS Project Coordinator.

Create a budget, incorporating these factors:

· Number of students (in current and future years)

· Stipends for internships (minimum wage or higher)

· Length of internships (weeks per year, days per week, and hours per day)

· Staff support needed

 12 students typically justify the time of one teacher and possibly one aide. Consider how the teacher’s role will need to change — taking education outside the classroom, teaching at the worksite, interacting with employers, integrating skills training and education — to make the most of the internship project. 

Set up a fiscal agent, internal or external, to receive external support and pay students.

Identify support staff.

Develop criteria for selecting students, including:

· Does the student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) suggest an internship would be necessary and feasible?

· How much will the student benefit from the experience?

· How does an SOS internship support the student’s IEP goals?

· How will you draw the boundary between the students you plan to serve and those who wouldn’t benefit as much — perhaps because they have other career-development opportunities, or are already on a strong path beyond graduation?

Develop a Transportation Plan, potentially involving:

· Transportation training

· School vehicles

· Public transportation and/or other community resources

Develop a student orientation curriculum, potentially involving:

· Career ‘soft skills’

· Self-advocacy

· Disclosure

Design a curriculum for the part of the students’ day not spent in the internship.

The curriculum isn’t solely academic — it should support the internship and transition, as well as accomplishing students’ academic requirements and goals.

Develop an Outcome Tracking System that generates annual reports — preferably a system that reflects the priorities of potential funders. It should include:
· In-school data:

· Attendance

· GPA

· Credits earned

· Disciplinary infractions

· Post-graduation/Exit measures (at 3, 6, 12, 24, and 36 months):

· Postsecondary education

· Employment

· Retention and wages earned

· Satisfaction surveys of students, staff, parents, and work-site managers

· Success stories about the program:

· Profiles of individual students’ success 
· Detailed descriptions of promising practices and ways of overcoming programmatic barriers 

Consider aligning the project’s performance measures to those of public agencies. Demonstrating that the project achieves their goals will strengthen your case for funding in later years.
Hold a Recognition Ceremony in the spring for SOS students who successfully complete a full year.

Stage 2

Strengthen the internship program and introduce a basic transition curriculum.
Establish transition-specific curriculum and programming.

Expand the availability of career-preparation activities.

Gradually add schools and businesses as you become able to sustain them.
Stage 2, Step-by-Step:

Based on the Stage 1 orientation and half-day academic curricula, begin to design and introduce a transition curriculum.

· Start the transition curriculum in the 10th grade, prior to the students’ internship.

· Consider opening the transition curriculum to students regardless of whether they will eventually participate in an internship.

· Include curriculum on:

· Transportation

· Self-Advocacy and Disclosure

· Financial Education

Enhance the students’ transportation plan to incorporate more students and to prepare each student for transportation independence.

Create a training regimen for Internship Support Staff, emphasizing job coaching and development skills. 

Begin to explore opportunities for internships and employment preparation for students who need a greater degree of job-customization. For example:

· Work closely with companies that are willing to negotiate job responsibilities to suit the unique skills of particular candidates — perhaps eliminating some duties and adding others.

· Consider self-employment options for some students, where appropriate.

· Add elements to the Individual Education Plan that emphasize ongoing, person-centered assessments and information-gathering to build a clearer picture of a student’s strengths and goals.

Explore community-based activities and curricula that address a wide range of career-related needs, where students with disabilities can be served alongside those of students with other barriers to career success, like socioeconomic factors or lack of mentors. The goal is to group and serve children based on similar needs, rather than solely on similar demographics or diagnosis.

Stage 3

Finalize the Transition Curriculum
Fully institute the transition-related curriculum for the 9th through 12th grades, including a variety of community- and career-based activities.

Begin to offer the benefits of customized and creative curricula and community-based activities to students beyond Special Education, based on their perceived need for such services.

Stage 3, Step-by-Step:

Complete the establishment of a comprehensive transition-related curriculum, beginning in the 9th grade, for all students with an Individual Education Plan. Include curriculum on:

· Self-Advocacy and Self-Determination

· Disclosure

· Navigating Public Benefits

· Independent Living and Travel

· Financial Education and Asset Development 

Ensure that curricula emphasizing community-based activities, work, and education are available to all students regardless of disability status.

Offer students a variety of internship and community-employment trial options, including the core SOS model as well as others. Highly flexible or customized options, including self-employment or “negotiated” or “carved” internship roles, should be available where necessary and appropriate.

Serve students with and without disabilities in a way that de-emphasizes disability wherever possible — regardless of the administrative need for diagnoses and other eligibility identifiers.

· If there are slots available after all eligible students with disabilities have been served, it’s a good idea to open SOS internship positions and other ‘Transition’ or ‘Special Education’ benefits to students without disabilities, just as students with disabilities are able to attend standard education classes.

· Regard ‘Special Education’ offerings as a model to service any student with a barrier to successful engagement in the education system, regardless of disability.

· In both cases, the goal is to remove stigma from these innovative learning opportunities, by grouping students according to their ability to benefit, rather than according to the kind of challenges they face.

Coordinated Transition Services in SOS

T

here is no moment in a young person’s life when the need for seamless coordination among educational, social, and career services is more critical than when that person is approaching the end of high school and contemplating what the future might hold. For young people with disabilities, this need for coordination and focus is even more acute.

Seamless collaboration between the schools and other relevant agencies is a hallmark of SOS. Effective integration of services and education can make the difference, for each student, between moving on to a successful career and languishing on waiting lists or navigating a maze of segmented eligibility requirements and enrollment procedures. 

The SOS structure calls for close working partnerships with various public agencies throughout the course of the students’ transition process. Fostering these partnerships leads, first of all, to better services for transitioning students. But it also does something more: It provides a foundation for fundraising for SOS and other special projects.

These are the steps that make for the most effective collaboration and coordination with other services in the community:

Stage 1

Get to know the community and its resources.

Begin to learn about local workforce development and disability-related organizations, and introduce the project to their leaders. 

Introduce students to these organizations’ services.

Begin to strategize on a “continuum of services” that will meet students’ needs. 

Stage 1, Step-by-Step:

At the beginning of the school year, start contacting outside agencies to announce the new project and give them a sense of its goals. Think broadly: consider Vocational Rehabilitation, WIA Youth, Developmental Disability, and other programs besides those focused on physical disabilities and employment.
· There’s no need to ask for funding or services at first; the goal is to start by getting acquainted.

· Ask how the SOS project can support or be integrated with the organizations and programs you meet with.

· Ask for their suggestions and needs, and stay in regular contact with their representatives.

Become familiar with summer projects in the community, and support students in becoming involved with them.

For graduating or exiting students, work with these agencies to ensure an easy handoff from the school to the agency.

Consider conducting tours of the local One-Stop Career Center and registering all the students for available services.

Take note of eligibility requirements, spending practices, performance measures, waiting lists, and other policies of outside organizations that will affect how students can access their services.

Send periodic reports — with particular highlights on student stories and promising practices — to public and community agencies to demonstrate the project’s achievements. 

Stage 2

Expand the network and line up funding.

Build working partnerships with community workforce and economic development agencies.

Secure sustainable funding from state and local agencies.

Stage 2, Step-by-Step:

Develop a funding plan with public agencies to cover internship opportunities.

Having surveyed the relevant public and private agencies in Stage 1, it’s now time to compile a complete list of these resources, updated regularly. It should include a description of the agencies’ services and performance measures, and how they may overlap with and complement the SOS project. All project staff members should now be thoroughly familiar with this list.

Building on the financial practices that you’ve used to support paying students, begin to explore ways of attracting additional resources from other sources, to help support more students, build partnerships, and expand programming. Find out the eligibility requirements, potential uses, expected outcomes, and procedure for application, and determine how these would fit the needs of the project.

Develop a formal hand-off process for graduating students who are moving from the school to public employment and life-needs support agencies. Ensure that students begin meeting with these agencies at the beginning of their last year of school at the latest. 

Take part in strategic planning efforts of local workforce and economic development organizations, including Workforce Investment Boards and cross-agency collaboratives.

As part of regular meetings on Individual Education Plans, brainstorm with colleagues about additional community resources that might benefit particular students.

Stage regular field trips for students with and without disabilities to visit outside agencies.

Stage 3

Formalize a strong, ongoing network of shared service delivery.
Maintain a robust community-services map representing a wide array of services, including those offered by the school system.

Establish a strong and formal partnership with the full range of workforce and economic development organizations serving the likely needs of all the project’s students.

Stage 3, Step-by-Step:

Plan and map local resources to clarify the workforce development system capacity and the role of the school within it. 

Identify a clear process to expose students to the widest possible range of options for summer and post-graduation career development and postsecondary education.

Build ongoing partnerships between the school system and key staff with outside employment and service entities. 

Ensure that Individual Education Plans identify a continuum of necessary services for each student, along with a clear delineation of responsibility between the school and its partner agencies.

Make certain that school-system resources are fully combined with funding and resources from outside organizations to accomplish collaborative goals. The school system should be using its resources flexibly enough to meet the needs of all students — particularly those with the most individual or complex needs.

Engaging Business in SOS

A

 strong working relationship among students, businesses, and the school system is the solid center around which a successful SOS project is built. The value that work-site supervisors see in the students they manage and mentor gives those students a foundation of confidence on which to build a career and a future. And the value that businesses derive from the interns’ work is the clearest demonstration of the validity of this model.

Projects typically start by building a relationship with one employer, and from there reaching out to the business community as a whole. The most effective SOS projects typically concentrate on industries with the strongest prospects for job growth in the region. That ensures both an expanding base of possible internships and a wide range of career opportunities for graduating students. In the best case, when businesses are active partners, they can also help strengthen the project’s relationships with industry groups, workforce organizations, and economic development programs that can provide additional services and eventually help with fundraising.

These are the steps by which SOS projects cement solid, effective partnerships with businesses and industry groups in their communities:

Stage 1

Start working with a single business; get to know the wider business community.

In the first semester, start planning an internship with a single employer that will begin in the second semester. In the second year, expand it to two semesters. 

Gradually expand to a second business, and then more as the project and its resources become sustainable.

Continually build a relationship with the business community as a whole, in preparation for future work sites and post-graduation career development.

Stage 1, Step-by-Step

Develop a relationship with a single internship host. In choosing the company, consider:

· The diversity of available positions. (Hospitals and universities usually have a wide variety of jobs for students to explore.)
· The geographic accessibility of the business to the school and the students.

· The overall demand for jobs in this business’s industry. For example, most markets have a high demand for hospital staff.

Work with site supervisors to help them cultivate a mentor relationship with students. 

Introduce the SOS project to the business and economic development community through organizations like the Chambers of Commerce and small business associations.

Build a relationship with the One-Stop Career Center, introducing the project to their business outreach team. (Not every center has a dedicated team for this; sometimes it may be a loose collection of cross-agency staff.)
Be alert for ways to collaborate with and take advantage of the One-Stop’s efforts.

Invite leaders from the host business — and other local business leaders — to attend or participate in the students’ year-end ceremony.

Stage 2

Strengthen the internship program and begin to expand it.

Solidify the relationship with the first work site. 

Recruit additional businesses as needed. 

Expand the range of career preparation opportunities. 

Stage 2 Step-by-Step

Expand the students’ recognition ceremony with greater involvement by the business hosts, including:

· Creating prominent roles for mentors and business leaders.

· Inviting business staff and leaders of other local businesses.

· Conducting the ceremony at a work site if possible.

Work with the leadership of the current business site to continually expand internships to new departments and job types, based on student interests. 

Disseminate information on SOS to business organizations like the Chamber of Commerce and economic development organizations such as small-business associations. These groups will be interested in new sources of talent for growth industries — and they might be interested in becoming worksites themselves.

Work with the One-Stop Career Center to channel information on the SOS project to the local Workforce Investment Board. (The WIB is a business-dominated oversight board for local workforce development services.)
Stage 3

Ensure Full Business Involvement in the Local Service-Delivery Network.

Engage business and industry groups as active partners in funding the SOS project and building a network of services for students.

Ensure that the project addresses business priorities and focuses on areas of likely employment growth.

Stage 3 Step-by-Step

Make sure that economic development and workforce programs view the school system as a critical part of their systems. Take part in coalitions, hearings, and policy forums in these systems, to keep the project and the school system visible as a key source of strength in local employment and economic growth. 

Be sure the SOS project is aligned with the high-growth priorities of local business organizations, so as to take advantage of funding opportunities they may offer.

Expand the project to work with a variety of small and mid-size businesses, either directly or in tandem with other employment programs, to customize internship and career opportunities for individual students.

Help reorient the school system’s career development activities around a “dual-customer” approach — one that provides equal benefit to both students and businesses.
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