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Abstract
Youth with intellectual and/or developmental disabilities (I/DD) 
have an increasing range of post-secondary training, education 
and employment options when they transition out of high school. 
This article describes pathways that youth who are interested in 
employment may take and the supports and processes necessary 
to help them to move toward their goal. Innovative approaches 
to skills training for transitional aged youth (TAY) and emer-
ging models of employment and entrepreneurship are described. 
Unemployment and underemployment of youth and barriers 
to employment are reviewed. The central role of early individ-
ualized planning, experiential learning opportunities, ongoing 
coordinated mentorship, advocacy and support are discussed.

Introduction
The primary goal of secondary education is to provide 
students with the skills and experience necessary to live a 
meaningful and fulfilling adult life. Central to that goal is 
preparing students, with or without disabilities, for the world 
of work (Wehman, Chan, Ditchman, & Kang, 2014). However, 
youth unemployment is a concern. “The world’s population of 
youth aged 15–24 reached 1.2 million in 2010 and, in that year, 
youth were three times as likely to be unemployed” (United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
[UNESCO], 2012, as cited in DeLuca, Godden, Hutchinson, & 
Versnel, 2015, p. 183). Youth with intellectual and/or develop-
mental disabilities (I/DD) are at an even higher risk for 
unemployment than their typically developing peers (Dague, 
2012). In his Institute for Research and Inclusion in Society 
report, Crawford (2011) reported that, in Canada, only 15.5% 
of youth with I/DD aged 15–24 years were employed, while 
49.8% of youth with other disabilities and 58.1% of youth 
without disabilities were employed (Crawford, 2011). Factors 
that contribute to this risk for unemployment include their 
insufficient competency in both educational and work-relat-
ed skills (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization [UNESCO], 2012, as cited in DeLuca, Godden, 
Hutchinson, & Versnel, 2015).

In the hope of closing this gap, a number of new youth 
employment options have been recognized as supporting 
both community inclusion and inclusive employment for 
youth with I/DD (Lysaght, Cobigo & Hamilton, 2012). The 
purpose of this article is to examine the various pathways 
to employment for transitional aged youth (TAY) with I/DD 
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for whom this is a chosen life goal. These path-
ways are illustrated in a descriptive model that 
includes pathways from secondary education 
through post-secondary education (PSE) and/
or pre-employment training to various employ-
ment options. Barriers that can be encountered 
at each stage and supports that are necessary 
for youth to achieve the education, training and 
jobs to which they aspire are also described. 
Achieving employment goals begins with early 
person-centred and person-directed planning 
during the secondary school years and the pro-
vision of appropriate individualized supports 
through post-secondary training and employ-
ment.

Transition Planning During 
High School

There is an ample amount of research dem-
onstrating the efficacy of work-related skill 
development programs for youth during their 
secondary education (Benz, Lindstrom, & 
Yovanoff, 2000; Corbett, Clark, & Blank, 2002). 
These programs are a part of the employment 
planning process that takes place during the 
high school years and play a significant role 
in favourable post-school employment out-
comes in employment and independent living. 
For TAY in Ontario, Canada, the employment 
planning process is intertwined with each 
student’s Individual Education Plan and sup-
plemented with co-operative education and 
experiential learning opportunities. As illus-
trated in Figure 1, students may face barriers 
to employment-focused training during high 
school if they have limited community pre-em-
ployment or employment options available to 
them in the community. Other barriers include 
inadequate information being provided about 
career choices that may be available to them. 
If they do have work opportunities, they may 
have work supervisors or mentors who do not 
have the training necessary to prepare them to 
provide appropriate and individualized sup-
ports for high school students who had I/DD. 
These barriers can be mitigated by coordinated 
cross-sectoral transitional planning, Individual 
Education Plans, and consistent planning pro-
cedures that optimize youth participation in 
decision making and that include high school 
training that focuses on skill development. 
These factors can lead to successful entry to 

post-secondary education and/or pre-employ-
ment training with eventual achievement of 
employment goals. 

Individual Education Plan. In Ontario, Canada, 
the Individual Education Plan (IEP) process was 
developed by the Ministry of Education, in 
accordance with the Education Act (Section 1) 
and the Human Rights Code (Ontario Human 
Rights Code, s. 17(2)) (Ontario Ministry of 
Education, 2004). It is a province-wide, man-
datory process for all students who have been 
identified as requiring additional supports by 
a school board Identification, Placement and 
Review Committee (IPRC).

The primary goal of the IEP is to provide edu-
cators with a consistent approach to developing 
individualized plans that meet the needs of the 
individual students and their long-term goals 
(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2004). The plan 
itself is “predominantly comprised of a descrip-
tion of a student’s ‘exceptionality,’ a summary 
of their program and services, an explanation 
of goals and expectations, and an outline of 
how their progress will be monitored” (Boyd, 
Ng, & Schryer, 2015, p. 1538). With collabor-
ation from youth themselves, their families, 
professionals and surrounding communities, 
an IEP can be developed to create opportun-
ities for youth to develop the skills they require 
for employment and independence in a variety 
of settings, including school, the community, 
and the home (Davies & Beamish, 2009; Dyke, 
Bourke, Llewellyn & Leonard, 2013). Although 
great efforts have been made to provide indi-
viduals with I/DD with an education that will 
prepare them for life after high school, research 
on outcomes suggests that many of these stu-
dents are less likely than students with other 
disabilities to aspire to attend PSE or to obtain 
competitive employment and are more likely 
to work in sheltered workshops or supported 
employment (Grigal, Hart & Migliore, 2011).

As a general planning process protocol, the IEP, 
as it is developed, does not direct the process 
toward any specific outcome, such as employ-
ment. Additionally, the documents that support 
the IEP are loosely structured and leave room for 
interpretation. Furthermore, with many people 
involved in the process, there is a risk of others’ 
interests being placed above those of the indi-
vidual (Boyd et al., 2015). Without specific guide-
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lines or mandates focused on employment, many 
of those involved in this process may not plan 
for employment or explore the potential career 
pathways with the TAY they are supporting. This 
concern was supported by the Initial Report of 
the Ontario Government’s Partnership Council 
on Employment Opportunities for People with 
Disabilities (2016) that suggested that the IEP 
process should include a focus on employment. 
Additionally, recommendations were made to 
recognize the importance of early work engage-
ment and the availability of co-operative pro-
grams for youth with disabilities in the second-
ary education system.

Planning procedures. While there appear to be 
no universally accepted guidelines for transi-
tion planning with a specific focus on employ-
ment, there is a growing collection of transition 
planning protocols, handbooks, and resources 
available throughout Canada to help youth, 
families, and service providers to navigate the 
transition from child services to adult servi-
ces (e.g., Healthy Child Manitoba, 2008; British 
Columbia Ministry of Children and Family 
Development, n.d.; Roebuck & MacLeod, 2006; 

Saskatchewan Association for Community 
Living, 2012). In Ontario, the Ontario Ministries 
of Education, Community and Social Services, 
and Child and Youth Services developed a 
tri-ministry transition protocol that outlines 
the roles and responsibilities of children’s ser-
vice providers, the school, and adult develop-
mental services in developing a transition plan 
beginning when students reach age 14 years. As 
a general planning process protocol it does not 
direct the process toward any specific outcome, 
however it does specify that the transition plan 
will identify: 

goals for work, further education, and community 
living that reflect actual opportunities and resour-
ces that are likely to be available after the young 
person with a developmental disability leaves 
school and are likely to be achievable by the young 
person, given appropriate supports (Ontario 
Ministry of Community and Social Services, 
Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 
& Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 8).

Handbooks and protocols outline various best 
practices for transition plans, such as the use of 

Barriers to Planning for 
High School Students 
Aged 14–18 years

Necessary Planning 
and Programming  
Supports

Outcomes of Planning 
That Mitigate Barriers

Barriers include lack of:
• employment choices,
• opportunities, 
• career information,
• accessible 

transportation
• training for work 

supervisors/mentors 

• Coordinated 
Planning Supports: 
TAY, Teachers, family, 
mentors, community 
agencies working 
together

• Early High School 
IEP that is 
self-determined and 
includes ongoing 
reviews that entail an 
employment goal by 
promoting 
apprenticeship and 
employment 
programs

• Programming in 
High School: Co-op 
and skills classes

• Consistent protocols 
and planning 
procedures for 
employment

Entry to:
• Post-Secondary 

Education (College 
or University)

• Pre-Employment 
training

• Employment 
(supported 
entrepreneurship, 
social enterprise, 
competitive job)

Figure 1.  Supports and program options necessary to mitigate barriers to achieve successful outcomes for 
transitional aged youth during high school
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a person-centred approach, collaboration, and 
early planning. However, the focus of many 
of these documents does not address specific 
employment planning and preparation guide-
lines. For instance, employment preparation 
programs, such as the cooperative education 
and experiential learning program, are rarely 
mentioned in these documents. There is also 
little mention of other employment prepara-
tion strategies, such as volunteering or career 
assessments that may help youth to gain a 
greater understanding of their interests, skills, 
and potential career options.

An individualized planning approach that 
includes a focus on specific preparation for 
employment options is required during the 
secondary school years. This is supported by 
research that highlights employment as a pri-
mary goal for many youth with disabilities 
(McConkey 2005 as cited in Crawford, 2012), 
studies supporting the efficacy of work-re-
lated planning during the secondary school 
transition (Hart, Mele-McCarthy, Pasternack, 
Zimbrich, & Parker, 2004) and evidence of 
poor post-secondary employment outcomes for 
youth with I/DD.

Transition planning that includes a focus on 
employment options could have the potential 
to eliminate many of the barriers to eventu-
al employment. This planning should include 
youth, families, teachers, developmental ser-
vice workers, community and transfer pay-
ment agencies that oversee the distribution of 
government funds to program recipients, and 
the greater community, such as local business-
es, in keeping with the Ontario tri-ministry 
transition protocol. Comprehensive plans that 
outline a youth’s interests, goals, and skills 
should be created, and opportunities to explore 
specific career options and to build employ-
ment skills should be outlined in these plans. 
Transportation and accessibility accommoda-
tions should also be included as these factors 
can present barriers to the post-school success 
of youth with disabilities. Information about all 
employment programs, both within the school 
and the community, should be given to families 
during the first transition meeting so that the 
employment planning process can begin early. 
These guidelines should be included in the tran-
sition protocols and handbooks that are already 
available and that continue to be developed.

The current protocols and resources that are 
available are a good starting point for improv-
ing the post-school outcomes of youth with dis-
abilities, however placing a stronger emphasis 
on employer connections, employment explor-
ation and work skill development experience 
during high school may help youth to achieve 
meaningful employment.

Cooperative education and experiential learn-
ing. Research has demonstrated that early 
work-related programs during high school, 
such as school-sponsored work experiences, 
vocational education enrolment, and after-
school jobs, contribute to more favourable post-
school employment outcomes for youth (Benz 
et al., 2000; Corbett et al., 2002; Landmark, Ju 
& Zhang, 2010). A number of options are pro-
vided to students attending Ontario secondary 
schools including: career talks/classroom visits, 
career fairs/career days, workplace tours, job 
shadowing and job twinning, work experience, 
mentoring, project-based learning, co-opera-
tive education, specialist high skills majors, 
school-work transitions, and the Ontario Youth 
Apprenticeship Program (Ontario Ministry of 
Education, 2000). A description of these pro-
grams can be found in this document that out-
lines the details of each program’s key elements. 
While these programs are not developed spe-
cifically for individuals with I/DD, the Ontario 
Ministry of Education (2000) does state that 
these programs can “assist all students, includ-
ing exceptional students, who are bound for 
university, college, apprenticeship, or the work-
place, in making career decisions as well as in 
developing the knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
that are essential in today’s society” (p. 6).

Although there is much evidence of the use 
of early work-related programs to improve 
post-secondary outcomes, the participation of 
youth with disabilities in these programs has 
been described as “generally uneven and fairly 
limited” (Carter, Trainor, Cakiroglu, Swedeen, 
& Owens, 2010, p. 19). In a study conducted by 
Carter et al. (2010) in the US, over half of the 
schools interviewed reported that students with 
disabilities participated in some form of short-
term, work-related employment training (such 
as career or job counselling, career interest and 
aptitude assessments, tours of local businesses, 
and job fairs). However, fewer students were 
involved in cooperative education programs 
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in an unpaid, supported work environment. 
These findings were representative of the activ-
ities offered by the school, with more schools 
providing short-term, indirect programs than 
long-term cooperative or work-based experi-
ences. Furthermore, it was noted that students 
with severe disabilities or emotional or behav-
ioural disorders were much less likely to be 
involved in any type of additional work-related 
skill development programs (Carter et al., 2010).

Despite findings that suggest the need for, and 
the increased availability of, early work-related 
programs, the post-school outcomes experienced 
by youth with I/DD remain quite bleak, and 
suggest that “too many youths with disabilities 
are exiting school without the skills, attitudes, 
experiences, and linkages that will launch them 
successfully to the world of work and/or inform 
their career paths” (Carter, et al., 2010, p. 14). 

Supports, Implements, Barriers and Outcomes

Influences Throughout the Process

POST-SECONDARY 
EDUCATION

Mainstream Post-Secondary 
Education

Inclusive Post-Secondary 
Education

EMPLOYMENT
Self-Empolyment
Micro Enterprises
Social Enterprises 

Supported Entrepreneurship
Competitive Employment 

TRANSITION AGED YOUTH 
PLANNING AND EXPERIENCE IN 

SECONDARY EDUCATION:
IEP 

Co-operative Education 
Experiential Learning 

PRE-EMPLOYMENT 
Sheltered Workshops

Supported Employment
Apprenticeship Training

On-site Training 

Figure 2.  Pathways to employment from secondary education can be directly to employment or through 
post-secondary and/or pre-employment options
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Post-Secondary Programs and 
Pre-Employment Training

Increasingly, students with I/DD are exploring 
the academic, social, workforce and commun-
ity aspects of life after they leave high school 
(Mock & Love, 2012). As illustrated in Figure 2, 
due to changes in the public perception of dis-
ability and legislation that promotes inclusion, 
persons with I/DD are now able to pursue 
post-secondary education or to find pre-em-
ployment training, such as apprenticeship, that 
is similar to what is available to their typically 
developing peers (Bruce, 2011). Figure 2 illus-
trates how students with I/DD who pursue 
PSE have two possible avenues; they can enter 
a mainstream post-secondary program based 
on their interests (e.g., computer programming 
or culinary training) or they can enter an inclu-
sive post-secondary education (IPSE) program 
that is designed for persons with disabilities. 
From there they may move into a pre-employ-
ment program or directly into a job.

Mainstream post-secondary education options. 
Ideally, students entering mainstream post-sec-
ondary programs attend courses with their typ-
ically developing peers; however, they receive 
course accommodations (e.g., extensions on due 
dates) and modifications (e.g., alternative forms 
of course materials) that increase the likelihood 
of their success (Harrison & Holmes, 2013). 
While these accommodations and modifications 
may be enough for students with learning dis-
abilities (e.g., dyslexia), post-secondary admin-
istrators recognize that they are unprepared 
to support persons with I/DD. For example, 
Harrison & Holmes (2013) surveyed the heads 
of Disability Services Offices at Ontario post-sec-
ondary institutions (both college and university) 
regarding their accommodations and modifi-
cations for students with mild I/DD and their 
accompanying success rates. The results indicat-
ed that neither college nor university programs 
were willing to make modifications to admis-
sion requirements; however, colleges were more 
willing to make in-class accommodations for 
students with I/DD than were university pro-
grams. Finally, they found that disability servi-
ces offices’ administrators estimated that fewer 
than half of students with I/DD graduated from 
post-secondary education. Given these barriers, 
it is not surprising that Grigal et al. (2011) found 

that only 11% of high school IEPs identified 
mainstream PSE as a goal.

Individualized post-secondary education 
options. Since the 1990s, Canadian colleges 
have focused on developing IPSE programs that 
provide opportunities for persons with I/DD. 
In terms of format, these programs range from 
inclusive individualized support to segregated 
classes (Bruce, 2011). In Ontario, many colleges 
have started to offer Community Integration 
through Co-operative Education (CICE) pro-
grams. Typically, these programs offer a hybrid 
model that combines life skills training with 
mainstream academic classes, based on student 
interest and support in response to the students’ 
needs. In addition, students often participate in 
several co-operative placements that allow them 
to further develop workplace skills (Bruce, 2011).

Despite the academic accommodations made 
in CICE programs, transitions to employment 
for CICE students remain limited when com-
pared to their peers who attend mainstream 
PSE programs. For example, Durham College 
(n.d.) reported that CICE graduates were less 
likely than mainstream students to find gen-
eral employment (i.e., 71% employed compared 
to the 84% college total), and even less likely to 
find employment related to their area of inter-
est (i.e., 14% working in related field compared 
to the 55% college total).

In addition, a variety of outcomes have been 
reported for the longitudinal employment out-
comes of students who participated in IPSE pro-
grams. One study showed that after completing 
a PSE program, 37% of the students with I/DD 
were employed and 66% were doing volunteer 
work. Of the participants who were working, 
100% were not employed in their desired field 
(Butler, Sheppard-Jones, Whaley, Harrison & 
Osness, 2016). However, there is some evidence 
that youth with more severe intellectual dis-
abilities who completed PSE showed signifi-
cantly increased participation in competitive 
versus sheltered workshop employment (Hart, 
Zimbrichj & Ghilori, 2001). Therefore, although 
IPSE programs appear to influence the ability 
of some persons with I/DD to secure employ-
ment, it tends not to be in their preferred field 
of interest.
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Further research regarding the PSE programs 
and their impact on employment is needed. 
Petcu, Chezan and Van Horn (2015) identi-
fied that “as more and more students with  
I/DD attend PSE programs, research also 
needs to concentrate on examining the assess-
ment procedures implemented by these pro-
grams to assess and monitor student progress 
and program effectiveness” (p. 371). Moreover, 
McEathron, Beuhring, Maynard, and Mavis 
(2015) determined that there needed to be a 
better understanding of the intersection among 
educational or program support, agency sup-
port, family support and financial or funding 
support.

Other pre-employment service options. An 
alternative or additional option for PSE stu-
dents is to enrol in pre-employment services, 
which seek to provide students with a range of 
opportunities including workshops, vocational 
training, and on-site job-coaching (Canadian 
Association for Community Living, 2011). 
Although the range of pre-employment servi-
ces is extensive, they all strive to provide on-site 
job-coaching to facilitate the development of 
both job-specific skills and other “soft-skills” 
(i.e., social skills) that are desired by employers 
(Butcher & Wilton, 2008; Canadian Association 
for Community Living, 2011). Two of the more 
common pre-employment options available for 
these students are employment supports, that 
may include various forms of training, and in 
jurisdictions where they are still operational, 
other youth may participate in sheltered work-
shops. As shown in Figure 2, youth may access 
these programs directly after leaving high 
school or they may participate in supported 
employment and work training programs after 
attending post-secondary programs.

Sheltered workshops. Sheltered workshops 
provide work activity in a segregated environ-
ment with stipend pay. Work sites tend to focus 
on simple assembly tasks with support provid-
ed by trained support workers. Although the 
intention is to provide students with the neces-
sary training to find placements in the main-
stream workforce, many sheltered workshop 
participants do not obtain outside paid employ-
ment (Canadian Association for Community 
Living, 2011; Hart et al., 2001; Parmenter, 2011). 
However, there is evidence that the movement 
away from sheltered workshops to a focus on 

community-based employment, while it can 
be challenging, “can result in new and ful-
filling experiences for participants” (Dague, 
2012, p. 10). The cessation of Ontario govern-
ment funding of sheltered workshops was 
announced in 2015 (Welsh, 2015).

Employment supports. Employment supports 
are temporary on-site trainings that increase the 
likelihood a person with I/DD is able to secure 
and maintain competitive employment. These 
services are located in an integrated environ-
ment with paid wages, individualized supports 
and on-the-job training that matches the person’s 
interests (Butcher & Wilton, 2008). During tran-
sition planning, youth with I/DD and their sup-
port teams are more likely to identify employ-
ment support programs as a desired trajectory 
for employment than post-secondary education. 
For example, Grigal and colleagues (2011) found 
that employment support was the goal in 45% 
of student IEPs. The shift from sheltered work-
shops to employment support programs reflects 
the desire to reduce segregation, and to provide 
on-site training to increase the likelihood that 
participants could ultimately obtain competi-
tive employment. The guiding belief of this 
approach is that if persons with I/DD are able 
to acquire the skills desired by employers and to 
demonstrate the ability to complete tasks similar 
to their co-workers, they will be able to compete 
in the job market alongside persons without  
I/DD (Butcher & Wilton, 2008).

While the goals of many employment support 
programs are well-intentioned, many persons 
with I/DD report low satisfaction due to social 
isolation from co-workers and difficulty meeting 
productivity demands. Furthermore, the transi-
tion to competitive employment is rare because 
agencies responsible for employment supports 
are reluctant to allow participants to remain in 
the placements brokered for training purposes. 
In addition, if persons with I/DD do remain in a 
position, employers’ expectations regarding the 
quality and quantity of work may be at a level 
that exceeds the participant’s ability (Butcher & 
Wilton, 2008). For example, Butcher and Wilton 
(2008) conducted a qualitative analysis of partici-
pants’ experiences in a pre-employment train-
ing program. They found that many employers 
were willing to provide placements because they 
wanted to help the community, however they 
put limits on what participants were allowed to 
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do because employees with I/DD were not able 
to work at the same pace as regular employees. 
They also found that participants identified that, 
while they were in a social environment (i.e., 
mingling with other people), they were not mak-
ing social connections that lasted beyond work 
hours or the length of their placement. Finally, 
only one of six participants in their study was 
hired permanently at the job site, with the man-
ager identifying that the budget was the reason 
for the lack of job openings (Butcher & Wilton, 
2008).

Despite the popularity of pre-employment pro-
grams as a post-secondary option for youth 
with I/DD to acquire employment skills, there 
is varied evidence regarding the efficacy of 
these programs. For example, Rush and Dale 
(2002) examined the outcomes of twenty-three 
supported employment programs for individ-
uals with I/DD in Southwestern Ontario over 
the course of a year. They found that 58% of 
participants who were seeking employment 
during the year were able to secure employ-
ment during the period of the study and 20% 
of participants were participating in other 
employment support services, likely due to 
efforts to secure on-going employment. Given 
that a large number of participants stay in sup-
ported employment to sustain their jobs or to 
continue to find work, these programs do not 
appear to provide enough support or know-
ledge for persons with I/DD to continue work-
ing with little to no agency support.

A hybrid alternative. Because post-second-
ary employment and pre-employment sup-
ports alone have limitations in addition to 
their strengths, a program that combines both 
inclusive job skills training and on-site appren-
ticeship at potential employment sites is an 
innovative alternative approach. Owen et al. 
(2015) examined the social return on invest-
ment of Common Ground Co-operative, an 
organization that provides educational, admin-
istrative, and job-coach support for adults with 
developmental disabilities through a co-opera-
tive model. The Foundations Program, embed-
ded within Common Ground Co-operative 
(detailed description provided in the social 
enterprise section below), is an eighteen-week 
career readiness program where youth are 
engaged in experiential learning that combines 
in-class experience with direct hands-on train-

ing. Students participate in both classroom and 
co-op placements at one of five enterprises that 
provide on-site training. A youth who excels 
at the program may be invited to join the 
Common Ground Cooperative partnerships 
as an apprentice if a funded space for another 
partner is available or if the young person has 
Passport funding that is provided to them 
by the Ontario Government (Developmental 
Services Ontario, 2014). Passport is a program 
that helps adults with a developmental dis-
ability be involved in their communities and 
live as independently as possible by providing 
funding for community participation servi-
ces and supports, activities of daily living and 
person-directed planning. The program also 
provides funding for caregiver respite services 
and supports for primary caregivers of an adult 
with a developmental disability.

A proxy comparison was made between the 
Foundations program and a College CICE pro-
gram with the results indicating that the cur-
riculum from the Foundations program was 
reasonably comparable to the CICE program. In 
addition to possibly being elected to remain part 
of the enterprises upon successful graduation 
from the Foundations Program, partners also 
have access to on-going education (e.g., finan-
cial literacy) and planned social events (Owen, 
Readhead, Bishop, Hope, & Campbell, 2015). 
Increased development and evaluation of pro-
grams like CGC may help to provide effective 
and sustainable models of employment for TAY.

Employment Options for Transitional 
Aged Youth

When considering what constitutes employ-
ment, Bradley et al. (2015) based their defin-
ition on the State Employment Leadership 
Network in the US. While there is variation 
among the States, they suggested that employ-
ment is, “an individual working at a job in a 
local business, earning the prevailing wage for 
that position or industry alongside peers that 
do not have disabilities” (p.5). The Canadian 
Association for Community Living (CACL) 
vision of employment equality is that “work-
ing-age adults with intellectual disabilities are 
employed at the same rate as the general popu-
lation” (Canadian Association for Community 
Living, 2016). Included in the benchmarks 
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associated with this vision are foci on the need 
for supports for both persons with I/DD and 
employers, and the importance of persons with 
I/DD being free from “financial or other dis-
incentives to seek and maintain employment” 
(Canadian Association for Community Living, 
2016). Interestingly, participants in a case study 
of Common Ground Co-operative described 
what they do as work, even though they are 
not being paid minimum wage. This may be 
because they are earning a share of revenue of 
the business for which they are non-share cap-
ital partners (Owen, Readhead, Bishop, Hope, & 
Campbell, 2015; Readhead, 2012). As described 
in Figure 2, the range of employment options 
for youth with I/DD includes self-employment, 
micro-enterprise, social enterprise, supported 
entrepreneurship and competitive employment.

Self-employment and micro-enterprises. Self-
employment and entrepreneurship models are 
relatively new options for persons with a dis-
ability (Maritz & Laferriere, 2016). They may 
involve the establishment of a small business 
with decision-making controlled by the per-
son(s) with I/DD. These approaches tend to rely 
on the availability of start-up funds and need 
specific planning for business growth. Support 
can be provided by an agency, a job coach, or a 
family member (Parmenter, 2011). Natural sup-
ports, such as those available in family-based 
businesses, are commonly used for persons 
with higher support requirements. This situ-
ation provides the opportunity for employ-
ment status however it may limit community 
integration and, at times, provide no wages 
(Parmenter, 2011). An employment option that 
does provide wages and social integration is 
social enterprise.

Social enterprises and supported entrepre-
neurship. Social enterprises are businesses 
that combine social objectives with an employ-
ment goal. They have legal status and operate 
by returning a large portion of their profit to 
the business to expand it and to create employ-
ment for persons who would otherwise pot-
entially remain unemployed, such as persons 
with I/DD (Parmenter, 2011). As discussed by 
Reddington and Fitzsimons (2013), employment 
for youth with I/DD through social entrepre-
neurship is not sought solely for income rea-
sons; this employment option can also poten-

tially be about improving quality of life and 
social connection to the community.

Supported entrepreneurship can provide 
an employment option that fosters growth 
in self-determination, personal skills and 
independence with appropriate supports. 
As mentioned previously, one example of 
supported entrepreneurship is provided by 
Common Ground Co-operative (CGC) in 
Toronto that provides administrative supports 
for five social businesses for which persons 
with developmental disabilities are non-share 
capital partners. The partners have given 
enthusiastic descriptions of their experience of 
social inclusion, their sense of ownership and 
empowerment, and their increased autonomy 
and well-being (Lemon & Lemon, 2003; Owen, 
Readhead, Bishop, Hope, & Campbell, 2015). In 
this innovative employment option, the part-
ners support each other, train apprentices and 
new partners and assist in the hiring of the sup-
port workers. The financial supports required 
for this employment option to be available 
include start-up funds for the businesses (such 
as a social economy investment), the costs of 
administrative and job coach supports (such 
as government funding), and a cost effective 
location to operate the businesses. This employ-
ment option can be seen as a work environment 
that extends community connection and social 
inclusion without the high paced demand of 
competitive employment.

Competitive employment. Competitive employ-
ment involves typical work, regular wages 
and conventional hours in the mainstream 
labour force. This type of employment is often 
the desired outcome of employment supports 
(described above); attaining this goal depends 
upon the youth having a job coach and/or 
co-worker without a disability who can perform 
a mentorship role or provide natural supports 
during the training of the necessary work duties.

Family and social networks can be vital sup-
ports to the TAY with I/DD finding and main-
taining employment. However, the long-term 
and ongoing dependency on family supports 
can lead to increased frustration and burn-
out for those who are tasked with the added 
responsibility of supporting their loved ones 
in the competitive employment market. That 
is, families’ lives and their daily time can 
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become consumed with providing supports to 
ensure that the person with I/DD is able to find 
employment, is able to have transportation and 
other personal needs covered during employ-
ment and is able to maintain employment 
status. These long–term supports wear thin 
over the years as the parents’ own needs are 
commonly neglected (Petner-Arrey, Howell-
Moneta, & Lysaght, 2016).

Abbye and Rose (2010) described that the three 
main reasons that TAY with I/DD are motiv-
ated to work are monetary gain, social connec-
tion and feeling competent to work. Factors that 
contribute to successful employment for TAY 
include: assessing their motivation or desire to 
work, creating ongoing employment goals, cre-
ating a plan that is self-directed, coordinating 
youth and adult services, and providing on-go-
ing guidance.

An example of a competitive employment 
option is provided by Mark Wafer (Toronto, 
Ontario) who, since 1995, has opened six suc-
cessful Tim Horton’s locations. One of his first 
hired employees was a person with I/DD and, 
at last report, of his 250 employees, 46 are per-
sons who have disabilities (Rushworth, 2014; 
Wafer, 2016). Wafer described that when he 
was starting his business and hired his first 
employee with a disability he realized that 
“I’m an expert at making coffee, but I’m not an 
expert at disabilities” so he worked with com-
munity partners who identified individuals 
who might wish to work with him and who 
helped him with training (Maldonado, 2012). 
All his employees receive the same wage and 
the same benefits (Wafer, 2015). This example 
of competitive employment opens the door 
to examining what criteria truly define this 
employment option and whether working full 
time hours is one of them. In addition, evidence 
appears to indicate that TAY with I/DD will 
require on-going support, to some extent, to 
remain on the job long-term (Parmenter, 2011). 
For example, Rush and Dale (2002) found that 
67% of employed participants in their study 
were still receiving some form of employment 
support at the end of the evaluation period.

Transitional aged youth may seek employ-
ment options other than conventional work in 
order to accommodate their personal needs, 
such as health care or domestic responsibilities. 

Realistically, the demands of full-time work 
with a full work-load may not be possible for 
everyone. For instance in one study, “one parent 
described how full-time work was not feasible 
for her son, who lived independently, due to the 
time required for him to conduct his activities 
of daily living, like shopping and cleaning his 
apartment” (Petner-Arrey et al., 2016, p. 793). 
In other studies, working part-time hours was 
common and the lack of full time employment 
did not have an impact on the individuals’ sense 
of satisfaction with their community connection 
(Blick, Litz, Thornhill, & Goreczny, 2016).

Regardless of which employment option TAY 
with I/DD choose, positive public perception 
plays an important role. This perception is 
shaped by communities being exposed to the 
work capabilities of persons with I/DD. Work 
capabilities are valued when TAY with I/DD 
enter an employment option with effective 
and necessary supports and with the ongoing 
development of outcomes, such as work skills; 
all essential aspects that begin at the secondary 
educational phase and build through the path-
way options described in Figure 2. 

Supportive Pathways to Employment

As TAY transition towards employment, the 
necessary supports (financial, professional, 
family and social) if implemented effectively, 
contribute to the development of personal out-
comes. Barriers to implementation of supports 
hinder pathways to employment and can restrict 
achievement of desired outcomes if they are not 
mitigated by supports that are appropriate to 
the individual. Figure 3 describes the potential 
barriers to achieving their employment goals. 
These are similar to the barriers that they face 
during high school (see Figure 1). However, as 
described above, the range of possible employ-
ment models is growing. In order to succeed 
in any setting, youth need to have job coaches 
and employers who receive training in how to 
provide appropriate individualized supports. 
Appropriate individualized supports and work 
can help youth to develop work skills to work 
in settings that fit their interests and needs. 

Regardless of trajectory, as illustrated in Table 1 
youth need to have financial, professional, per-
sonal and social supports as well as early indi-
vidualized planning and experiences of career 
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choices, such as co-op placements, that include 
skill assessments and development, during sec-
ondary school. It is important that those who 
provide support and the youth themselves col-
laborate to develop plans that are meaningful 
to the individual. Youth may be mentored and 
helped to develop self-advocacy skills through 
these processes. Barriers to implementation 
can hinder achievement of employment goals 
and desired personal outcomes. Best practices, 

protocols and written guidelines for profes-
sional and family use, that direct a collabora-
tive approach to planning the transition phase, 
need to be in place and mandated to ensure 
consistency. In addition, early exploration of 
community-based opportunities, work experi-
ence and career counselling can facilitate youth 
participation in a transition plan. The IEP must 
be initiated early, be individualized, follow 
the student through the high school years and 

Barriers to Employment 
for Persons 18 years+

Employment Options 
and Supports Needed

Outcomes of Effective 
Programs and Supports

Barriers include:
• limited employment 

opportunities
• limited career 

information
• limited accessible 

transportation
• limited trained work 

supervisors/
co-workers who are 
equipped to support 
workers with I/DD 

• Development of 
work skills

• Employment for 
number of hours and 
type of work that fit 
the needs and 
preferences of the 
individual

Employment models 
include:
• supported 

entrepreneurship
• social enterprise
 competitive 

employment
• supports needed for 

youth success:
 trained/educated 

employer
• ongoing job coach 

support as needed

Figure 3.  Employment barriers, options and supports for Transitional Aged Youth to achieve successful 
outcomes for transitional aged youth after high school

Table 1. Influences on the Youth Transition Process Towards Employment

Supports Implementation of Supports Outcomes

• Financial supports 
(government funding for 
programs and the person 
with I/DD)

• Professional supports 
(teachers, instructors, 
professors and support 
workers)

• Family supports

• Social supports (friends, 
neighbours, mentors, 
community connections)

• Individualized planning

• Collaborating

• Advocating

• Mentoring

• Educational skills

• Work skills

• Social skills

Barriers to Implementation

• Lack of supports

• Failure to enact elements of 
the transition plan

• Lack of exposure to 
employment options

• Negative community 
perception
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be supported collaboratively with consistent 
guidelines that focus on specific employment 
strategies. For youth who choose employment, 
planning should include a specific employ-
ment section in the secondary education plan, 
provided to the student at an early age that 
includes all employment and skills training 
program options that may be appropriate to the 
individuals’ needs and interests.

There is a growing focus on best practices in this 
transition planning process (Grigal et al., 2011) 
with correlational studies identifying youths’ 
self-determination as a necessary component 
(Kleinert, Mills, Dueppen & Trailor, 2014) and 
the need to take into account the employment 
goals and expectations of both the youth and 
their family. Expectations of teachers are also a 
valuable predictor of TAYs’ future job outcomes 
(Grigal, et al., 2011; Holwerda, Brouwer, Boer, 
Groothoff, & Klink, 2015). A significant num-
ber of TAYs, when asked what they planned for 
their future, stated that they desired to have a 
paid job (Holwerda, et al., 2015). Thus, planning 
and continued supports are essential after high 
school. Post-secondary and job training options 
are viable pathways to attaining employment. 
The collaborative support systems and plans 
that lay out the pathway options from second-
ary to post-secondary and/or pre-employment 
training flow from the expectation that inclu-
sive employment is feasible and attainable for 
those who wish to pursue it.

The purpose of accessing post-secondary 
employment and/or pre-employment is to 
improve and/or enhance employment skills 
and knowledge, community connections 
and, ultimately, to equip TAY to be ready for 
employment. With these enhanced skills, the 
social perception of TAYs’ capacity to work 
will improve (Collin, Lafontaine-Emond, & 
Pang, 2013). Throughout the pathways model 
described in this article (see Figure 2), imple-
mentation of support that may improve inclu-
sive employment opportunities should include 
an assessment of the strengths and needs that 
are unique to each individual (Carter, Brock & 
Trainor, 2014). Matching these individual needs 
and strengths, in a “customized” way, with the 
needs of the employer can improve employ-
ment outcomes and change “what it means 
to be ‘qualified’ to work competitively in the 

workforce” (Rogers, Lavin, Trans, Gantenbein 
& Sharpe, 2008 p.206).

However, barriers and challenges persist. In 
addition to aspects of an individual’s specific 
disability that may prevent them from being 
able to accomplish the tasks associated with 
particular jobs, systemic barriers that hin-
der pathways to employment include: lack of 
financial support, lack of professional or family 
support, implementation of supports not being 
carried out, lack of informed choices, segrega-
tion, negative community perceptions, and lack 
of personal skills development. There is also a 
need for training of community work super-
visors and co-workers to equip them to support 
persons with I/DD in the workplace (Burge, 
Ouellette-Kuntz, & Lysaght, 2007).

In Ontario, some pre-employment programs 
are offered by transfer payment agencies that 
are government funded. Access to these and 
other developmental services involves a process 
of applying to Developmental Services Ontario 
(DSO) that includes assessment and determina-
tion of approval of eligibility that is based on 
the range and level of the individual’s disabili-
ty (Ontario Ministry of Community and Social 
Services, 2013). “The impact is the downtime for 
those who are transitioning from youth to adult 
services and others who are awaiting approv-
al for funded services and supports” (Jennifer 
Hope, personal communication September 26, 
2016). Even with PSE or IPSE and pre-employ-
ment experience, many youths remain unem-
ployed. However innovative hybrid approaches, 
and an increasing focus on early and ongoing 
coordinated planning through the alternative 
pathways that are available to TAY, offer hope 
for the future.

Conclusion
Not all TAY are interested in employment. 
For some, personal needs or preferences may 
make employment undesirable or unrealis-
tic. There is a growing focus on the import-
ance of examining the nature of authentic 
engagement and inclusion for persons with 
I/DD that includes a range of activities that 
may include but is not limited to employment 
(Butcher & Wilton, 2008; Hall, 2004; Hall, 2005; 
Hall, 2010; Hall & Wilton, 2011). However, for 
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TAY who may wish to explore employment 
there is a growing range of options for them 
to consider with the support of coordinated 
planning beginning early in high school, and 
with training and ongoing support through 
the transition. Documents such as the Initial 
Report of the Ontario Partnership Council on 
Employment Opportunities for People with 
Disabilities (2016) highlights the need for gov-
ernment structural support of employment for 
persons with disabilities on the grounds that 
“It is an unacceptable failure of human rights 
for people with disabilities to be so underrep-
resented in our Ontario labour market” (p. 4). 
The right to work is well established (United 
Nations Convention on the Rights for Persons 
with Disabilities, 2006), but its implementation 
is dependent on coordinated and individual-
ized planning and effective supports.

Key Messages From This Article
People with disabilities. You have the right to 
choose what you want to do when you finish 
high school. You can choose to get job training 
during high school and after high school at a 
college or in a business with someone to sup-
port you.

Professionals. Individualized, collaborative 
planning for transition to post-secondary edu-
cation and employment needs to start early and 
may include experiential learning opportun-
ities during high school.

Policymakers. There is a need for an increase 
in high school experiential learning opportuni-
ties, specialized post-secondary career develop-
ment programs and supported work transition 
programs.
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