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Abstract.

OBJECTIVE: This paper uses follow-up case studies of two youths who completed the Post-Secondary Apprenticeship for
Youth with disabilities (PAY Check) program to chronicle outcomes and lessons learned.

CONCLUSION: The article concludes with recommendations for improving transition programs designed to promote full
participation of youth with disabilities in the community as adults.
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1. Introduction

The late teen years through early 20s is a criti-
cal time to prepare for life after high school and
full participation in the community, including future
employment and the array of knowledge and skills
required for successful independent living in the 21st
century. Today’s youth must have knowledge and
skills in a variety of settings and activities that previ-
ous generations did not need to master to successfully
transition from high school to what was then consid-
ered full participation in the community as adults.
In addition to self-care, domestic, and social skills;
today’s young adults need to be competent and rel-
atively independent using smart phones and tablets,
possess financial and health literacy, and be capable of
managing their personal transportation, among other
things. Twenty years ago, learning to fry an egg, doing
laundry and engaging in socially appropriate conver-
sations could be learned and practiced in traditional
high school settings. However, if a youth leaves high
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school in 2018 without being exposed and supported
to engage in skills and using technology required to
participate fully in the community in authentic set-
tings and activities of community life she or he will
almost certainly remain reliant on others as adults and
fail to participate fully in the community.

Recent legislation and public policy that guides
the transition process and delivery of supports and
services for youth with disabilities (e.g., Workforce
Innovation Opportunities Act (WIOA), revisions to
the Higher Education Act, Medicaid Setting Rule)
appears to acknowledge and encourage professionals
charged with planning and implementing programs,
supports and services to target 21st century knowl-
edge, skills, and settings for instruction and practice.
For example, WIOA reinforces the previously estab-
lished intentions of the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (2015) that requires public schools
and state VR to collaborate to ensure that youth with
disabilities learn pre-employment transition skills
including. Revisions to the Higher Education Act
have spurred increased focus on providing access to
post-secondary education (PSE) for youth with dis-
abilities and the Medicaid Setting Rule makes clear
Congress’s intention to promote community partici-
pation people with disabilities.
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Collectively, the aforementioned legislative and
policy initiatives provide the rationale and man-
date to reconceptualize not only the content, but
the format and settings in which instruction, sup-
ports and services are provided to youth in transition.
Professionals charged with planning and support-
ing youth with disabilities successfully transition to
full participation in the community as adults must
create access and opportunities for these youth to
experience, acquire and practice using the knowl-
edge and skills required to function independently in
the community in authentic community settings and
activities while they are still receiving instruction,
supports and services. This requires simultaneous
and coordinated involvement of multiple education
and rehabilitation providers (i.e., public schools, state
VR, PSE, employers) as well as families and the youth
themselves.

This paper uses follow-up case studies of
two youths who completed the Post-Secondary
Apprenticeship for Youth with disabilities (PAY
Check) program to describe outcomes and lessons
learned from implementing the program with the first
cohort of participants. The article concludes with rec-
ommendations for improving the transition programs
and outcomes for youth with disabilities to further
enhance their full participation in the community as
adults.

The PAY Check program is an innovative part-
nership between the state’s University Center of
Excellence in Developmental Disabilities, state VR,
Local Education Agencies, Delgado Community
College (DCC) and University Medical Center-New
Orleans. This partnership utilized a collaborative
funding approach that braided funding for services
and supports. PAY Check includes a high school
diploma option, PSE, paid apprenticeship, as well as
job placement components. The curriculum includes
self-advocacy, independent living and social skills
instruction, as well as job and work readiness train-
ing. The curriculum incorporates self-determination
training throughout. The program serves students
ages 18-21 years who are eligible for VR services
and receive special education services or have a 504
plan. All components of PAY Check take place in inte-
grated community settings (e.g., DCC campus, public
transportation, paid apprenticeship sites) and provide
opportunities for participants to acquire and engage in
Pre-Employment Transition Skills (Pre-ETS) train-
ing delineated in WIOA.

The next section provides a description of two PAY
Check completers, Wyatt and Gwen.

1.1. Wyatt

Wyatt is a 20-year old young man with two excep-
tionalities listed on his IEP: mild mental disability
and orthopedic health impairment. The majority of
his school day while in high school was spent in self-
contained classroom settings. He was placed into a
“certificate of completion” graduation path.

When Wyatt was accepted into the PAY Check Pro-
gram he had the appearance of a confident person.
However, it turned out that appearance was masking
a lot of underlying insecurities and anxiety. In his
early days in the program he would frequently ask
each staff person the same question sometimes mul-
tiple times to ensure that he knew the correct answer.
He also did not set any long term goals for his future.

While in the program, Wyatt truly dug in and
gave it his all each day. The PAY Check curriculum
includes a focus on teaching and reinforcing self-
determination skills. Wyatt set goals and met with
staff each day to make a plan to achieve his goal(s).
He became more proficient on the bus and learned to
use the internet on his phone to plan his day to day
travel.

Toward the end of his time in PAY Check, Wyatt
attended a job fair where he met the Guest Ser-
vices Manager at Zoo. He was asked to come in
the following week for an interview. Staff met with
Wyatt frequently during that week to provide inter-
view training. Wyatt interviewed and was offered a
job in guest services on the spot. The manager felt
that Wyatt exuded characteristics that he wanted in
his department. Part of Wyatt’s job now is to ensure
the safety of individuals on the carousel and to teach
new staff members to do the same. Recently, Wyatt
set a goal of becoming employee of the month. He
achieved that goal the following month!

Wyatt feels that his job adds value and purpose to
his life. He is now able to save money, budget, and
set big goals for the future for where he wants to live
and work. Since beginning work Wyatt has become
an advocate. He is pushing for others with disabili-
ties to have the opportunity to go to work and earn
wages. In 2018, he was voted a be one of the 2018
“Storytellers” by Rooted in Rights where he speaks
about for the importance of employment for people
with disabilities. Wyatt has also become an active
member of the LSU Human Development Center’s
Consumer Advisory Committee (CAC) where he
helps ensure that HDC is focusing on its mission and
goals. Finally, Wyatt “pays it forward” by visiting the
current PAY Check students and encouraging them
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to make efforts to dig in and get the most of their
experiences in the program.

1.2. Gwen

Gwen is a 19-year old young women with an IEP
exceptionality of “mild mental disability.” She also
identified as “gifted and talented in visual arts.” She
was enrolled in self-contained classes and was on a
“certificate of completion” graduation track.

Gwen had one of the biggest transformations in our
program. In fact she won the biggest transformation
award at the PAY Check graduation ceremony. Before
beginning the PAY Check program, Gwen was often
described as painfully shy and reserved. She came
into the program with many fears and reservations.
For example, Gwen was terrified of meeting new peo-
ple or even having a conversation with someone she
already knew. She feared interacting with people to
the point she could not even order food by phone
or in person. Even after mastering use of the public
bus system, Gwen was afraid ride the bus alone. She
feared eating in public spaces and completing simple
tasks such as studying in the library alone. Asking for
help frightened her. Gwen’s biggest fear was being in
a classroom that wasn’t self-contained. She told staff
she did not know how to act in a “regular classroom”
and feared students would figure out she does not
belong and judge her.

PAY Check staff worked with Gwen to equip her
with the skills she needed to overcome her fears. To
do that, most of Gwen’s weekly goals focused on
addressing her fears head on. She set weekly goals
of getting to know her classmates and community
training outings often involved ordering food around
various restaurants in the city of New Orleans and
using public transportation alone to get around. After
some months went by Gwen began noticing a change
in herself. During the paid apprenticeship at The Uni-
versity Medical Center, she worked in the Human
Resource Department as a file clerk. One of her daily
tasks was to maintain the files in the employee file
room. For security reasons the room was locked. So
everyday Gwen had to ask an employee for the key to
the file room. For most people this step would take but
a minute; but for Gwen it took 45 minutes to an hour
due to the anxiety she experienced. We could have
made it easy for her by asking for her own key but
that wouldn’t have helped her in the long run. Gwen
took five semesters to finish the typically 3-semester
PAY Check program. After her paid apprenticeship

at the hospital ended she was employed as student
worker in a childcare center. Today Gwen is working
at a local YMCA as a child care aide. She’s work-
ing 4-5 days a week and picking up shifts whenever
possible. Gwen recently celebrated her 19th birthday.
Staff were impressed when she called to inform them
that she ordered pizza all by herself!

2. Program outcomes

Outcomes achieved by completers of the first
cohort of PAY Check program youth are described
below. Because PAY Check is an individualized pro-
gram, the length of time it takes participants to
complete the program varies. Outcomes reported
here include only the eight of twelve youth who
were enrolled in the first cohort of PAY Check pro-
gram who completed the program by the end of the
2018 spring semester. Seven of the eight completers
(87.5%) were competitively employed in natural
community settings. At the time of the writing of this
article, six of them (75%) had retained their employ-
ment. The types of jobs completers obtained include:
Child Care assistant, store associate and security staff.

In Louisiana, students with an IEP may select and
complete an approved career pathway as an alter-
native to the standard Carnegie Units required for a
general education diploma and in so doing may earn
aregular diploma without passing the high stakes exit
exam. All but one of the cohort one PAY Check partic-
ipant (87.5%) who completed the program by the end
of the 2018 spring semester obtained a high school
diploma. It is noteworthy that many PAY Check par-
ticipants attended “self-contained” classrooms for
some or all of their school day prior to enrolling in
the program. However, all but one of the completers
(87.5%) obtained a GPA of 3.0 or higher in the classes
they took at the Community College.

PAY Check completers acquired knowledge and
skills for a variety of activities that are requisite to
full participation in the community, including but not
limited to: use their cell phones to stay in touch with
family and staff when they were in the community
without direct supervision, look up information on
search engines (e.g., Google), plan and use the pub-
lic transportation system, including making transfers.
Participants also learned to manage a debit card, and
purchase items at the book store, cafeteria and vari-
ous locations in the community. Participants learned
to manage their time using a personal calendar to
make and keep appointments with public support and
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service agencies, arrive for class and work on time,
among other things. PAY Check completers set and
monitored progress toward achieving personal goals,
created a resume, performed personal job searches,
arranged and completed job interviews.

3. What we learned

3.1. How often we would have to defend our
model of inclusion, particularly to educators

It was surprising how often the program’s model of
independence and inclusion was questioned by sec-
ondary educators. The most common questions from
the secondary educators included: Why are the stu-
dents taking credit classes at the community college?
Wouldn’t it be better if they audited instead? Reg-
ular classes, not special education? But the work is
going to be modified, right? You go to class with
them, right? They will all go to classes together,
right? They’re going to learn to take the public bus
by themselves? Wouldn’t it be better to have them
all use paratransit? They are going to have paying
jobs in a hospital? And the jobs aren’t in food service
and janitorial? Couldn’t they just volunteer? Without
fail, each high school teacher who followed a student
from the high school campus to the PAY Check pro-
gram, stopped questioning our practices by the end
of the first college semester at the student’s person-
centered planning meeting, if not before. They had
become witness to students’ success in navigating the
community college campus, earning college credits,
learning to independently utilize public transporta-
tion, and began to believe the same success could
take place at the apprenticeship site.

3.2. How supportive and collaborative the
post-secondary instructors were with pay
check students and staff

The instructors at the community college were
receptive to students in their classes who attended
regularly and who demonstrated a desire to do their
best work. This is not limited to the students in
PAY Check, but to all students. At the beginning
of each semester, PAY Check Transition Specialists
introduced themselves to the instructors, provided
information on the program, and assured the instruc-
tor they were committed to a partnership to the
degree needed to support PAY Check students in their
classes. Students who consistently attended classes

and completed their assignments, did very well in
their classes and earned above average grades. The
instructors at the community college embraced the
diverse student population on campus, evidenced by
the culture in their classes and their openness to
unique needs.

3.3. Many obstacles faced by pay check students
had nothing to do with their disabilities

We mistakenly assumed the “real” obstacles PAY
Check students would face daily would have every-
thing to do with their disability labels and the
challenges that can accompany those labels. Not so.
Poverty, homelessness, and family issues were some
of the real challenges. Other obstacles were fre-
quently a result of their age, being glued to their
smartphones or their earbuds, not sleeping enough,
surviving on vending machine food, or losing bus
passes. Early in their Pay Check journey, it became
apparent that none of the students had ever been
taught how to set goals, or knew how to set goals
for themselves, make a plan and take all of the steps
necessary to follow through to completion, or how
to get or stay organized. Most of the participants had
never had the freedom to make independent choices
and decisions that were typically made for them. Fol-
lowing through on the day’s schedule or initiating the
communication if the plan needed to change were
daily challenges unrelated to their disabilities.

3.4. How much intervention the families need

Families have a critically important role in the
transition process. At a minimum, they must support
their student to actively participate in community col-
lege, learn community living skills (banking, public
transportation, etc.) and work-related skills, and ulti-
mately support their student to reach the outcome
of competitive employment in the community. The
amount of time required by transition specialists to
achieve some of these program components with fam-
ilies was certainly more than anticipated, especially
since each student applied to participate and a family
member was included in the interview process. As an
example, each family member was told several times
(and in writing) that one of the objectives participants
was learn to use public transportation independently.
Even so, when the time came to learn to use public
transportation, several family members attempted to
forbid it for their son or daughter. It seemed plausi-
ble they were acting based upon previous experiences
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where requirements or expectations were changed for
their student after worries, fears, or concerns were
made known. Certainly we accepted and appreciated
their feedback and lifelong history and knowledge of
their young adult, and certainly we made adjustments
based on the unique needs of each student, but blan-
ket exceptions were not made. Therefore, significant
discussion and collaboration with the families was
required to keep everyone working together, as com-
fortably as possible, to meet the expectations set for
participants.

3.5. New expectations: How challenging it
would be to break through low expectations
for and by students

With college comes school work and with a job
comes expectations and responsibilities. PAY Check
transition specialists had appropriate expectations
for the students. It was believed that if the task or
assignment was broken down into manageable parts,
students would be successful if they did their best
work and had an appropriate level of support. In
comparison to the expectations the students were
accustomed to being held the new expectations were
perceived to be high by some families, educators,
rehab providers, and youth themselves.

Most of the students in PAY Check were not accus-
tomed to having to complete school work daily, make
their own transportation plans, deal appropriately
with stress and frustration, manage their time, make
independent decisions and budget their money. They
did not think they could do those things or learn
to become independent in those areas because they
had been told, either directly or indirectly, that they
would not be able. Initially, participants’ expecta-
tions of themselves, which were derived from the
low expectations others had for them, were a chal-
lenge. Transition specialists employed a variety of
strategies to build up their confidence and provide
encouragement to strive for success and to reinforce
incremental steps that lead to success. In time, a shift
in student self-confidence and self-determination was
noticeable.

3.6. Leaps and bounds: How much the students
would grow in a short span of time

It was remarkable to evidence the rapid growth in
all of the Pay Check students within the first semester
of the program. One student who had previously iso-
lated himself, kept his head down, and interacted

mostly with the cell phone in his hand became a stu-
dent who could be seen talking, laughing and playing
video games with other students in the community
college student life center. Another participant who
was so unsure of what he needed to do who would
separately seek reassurance from each of the Tran-
sition Specialists became one who would determine
his own plan and then perhaps check in with one tran-
sition specialist for confirmation. A young woman
who would not speak to unfamiliar people began to
do so independently when it was necessary to com-
plete a task. A student who had no experience riding
a bus or walking alone began to do both. You who
had segregated high school educational experiences
were successful in typical community college classes.
Significant and notable changes within all occurred
within the first semester of PAY Check, prior to the
apprenticeships, and each continued to sharpen their
newly acquired skills and develop new ones through-
out their work-based learning experiences.

4. Recommendations

Most pre-transition age youth with receive the
vast majority of their instruction, supports and ser-
vices within the bounded settings and predictable,
pre-set, targeted, yet limited, activities that comprise
their school-based program. As youth with disabili-
ties approach transition-age it is imperative that they
be exposed to, and become competent in, negotiating
dynamic authentic community settings and activities.

Youth with disabilities, especially those with
intellectual disabilities, often have difficulties gen-
eralizing their abilities to recognize and respond
appropriately to the infinite variety of antecedent cues
that signal the need or opportunity to engage, or
not engage, in particular behaviors in different set-
tings, people, materials and/or other environmental
constraints and distractors (c.f., Wilcox & Bellamy,
1982). The focus of transition programs for youth
with disabilities must include strategies to facili-
tate acquisition of and practice using, knowledge
and skills relevant to participation in the commu-
nity. Transition programs for youth disabilities must
also equip participants to recognize the cues and to
use knowledge and skills under the appropriate cir-
cumstances. For these reasons, we recommend that
transition programs for youth with disabilities include
supports and services designed to promote partici-
pants’ ability to generalize their capacity to recognize
and respond appropriately to antecedent cues in a



284 P.G. Wilson et al. / Post-secondary apprenticeships

variety of authentic community environments (e.g.,
guided practice recognizing generalizable cues with
systematic withdrawal of staff support). This is
particularly important for students with intellectual
disabilities.

Other more difficult to identify and document influ-
ences on the ability of youth with disabilities to
participate fully in the community may be subsumed
under the heading of “feelings”. Full participation in
the community requires a healthy sense of self and
purpose. Unfortunately, the lived experience of many
children and youth with disabilities includes inad-
vertent “learned helplessness” (Mikulincer, 1994;
Seligman, 1975) and lacks instruction and oppor-
tunities to practice self-determination and other
agency-building behaviors (Deci, 1985). We rec-
ommend that transition programs for youth with
disabilities target development and/or strengthen-
ing of an array of affective and interpersonal skills
and traits (e.g., self-confidence, self-determination,
pride, etc.). Learning such compensatory strategies
will allow them to recognize and modulate their inter-
nal states (i.e., feelings) to overcome obstacles and
achieve goals that result in greater participation in
the community.

As described in detail in the literature, we rec-
ommend that curricula for transition programs for
youth with disabilities be based on key experi-
ences, knowledge and skills demonstrated in the
literature (c.f., National Technical Assistance Cen-
ter for Transition (NTACT)). Recommendations
for program components from NTACT and other
sources include, but are not limited to: career
awareness, community experience, high school
diploma attainment and/or stackable work-based
credentials, interagency collaboration, parent/family
involvement, self-advocacy, -determination, -care,
independent living, social, and transportation skills.

In addition to the standard components recom-
mended for transition programs for youth with
disabilities cited above, we recommend that transition

age youth (i.e., 18—14 years) with disabilities spend
the majority, if not all, of their “instructional”
time away from their high school in settings that
are typical for their non-disabled age-peers. Usu-
ally this will involve post-secondary education (e.g.,
community college, vocational-technical school, col-
lege or university) and community employment.
The employment component of the program should
include wages at, or above minimum wage, support in
identifying career interests, job searching, obtaining
and maintaining a job (resume development, on-line
and in person applications, interviewing, etc.). Other
21st century curricular targets and activities should
include, but are not limited to, topics such as: bank-
ing, public transportation, use of smart phone and
computer/tablet, to name a few.
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