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What Makes 
Customized 
Employment 
Work?



What do you do?



Public Art Celebrating 25 years of the 
ADA

Tia Nelis
portrait & 
quote at 
the 
National 
Museum 
of 
American 
History

“co-worker” at the heart of this!



These are Civil Rights Issues



From the National Museum of 
American History (Olmstead v. 
L.C.)



Stereotypes regarding 
people with disabilities 
abound.  

It’s not fair. It just is.

The Reality 



Why this work is hard 
(as if you need a reminder)
 Oh, such a big heart you have to do that work!
 Oh, my Kroger hires lots of those people to bag 

groceries.
 That’s great she has a job, but the business doesn’t 

have to pay her do they? 
 What kind of jobs can those people do? 
 My cousin goes to one of those places, but he has 

the mind of a 7 year old, so I don’t think he could 
work. 

 But she’s been at a center for years and doesn’t 
want to leave. 

 Like if you think it’s great she took him to prom!



Employment First
 It’s here
 It’s difficult
 It’s for everyone



Customized Employment

Customized employment means individualizing 
the employment relationship between 
employees and employers in ways that meet 
the needs of both. 

It is based on an individualized determination 
of the strengths, needs, and interests of the 
person with a disability, and is also designed to 
meet the specific needs of the employer. 

From US Department of Labor



Customized Employment
“It means doing what makes 
sense.” 

-Sara Tinker, Employment Specialist & 
Past KY APSE Board Member



So What do we want?
Presumption of Employability
High expectations
Quality, individualized services
Educated, well trained staff
To be able to pay the bills



So What do we want?
PRESUMPTION OF EMPLOYABILITY.



Contribution 
vs.
Competition

Or

How we think about work: 
Who we think can work



$2/hour or 
$10/hour? 



So What do we want?
Presumption of Employability
High expectations



“One of the biggest problems has been 
the low expectation of providers… Until I 
was connected with a ‘keeper of hope.’ 
He had hope for me when I didn’t have 
it for myself. This (kind of relationship) 
shouldn’t happen by accident - it should 
happen by design.”

J. Rock Johnson

Of providers



From job seekers



“Those programs where businesses hire people with 
Autism are great and I hope they have success and lots 
of people get jobs. But they aren’t talking about my 
son. When they say Autism is an invisible disability, 
that may be true for some, but they aren’t talking 
about my son. For my son it is very visible….But that 
doesn’t mean that a job isn’t an important goal for him 
too. All of his life people have tried to tell his father & me 
that we shouldn’t expect him to work. But we did. It 
wasn’t easy but he is now employed part time in a 
customized job. And we live with the hope that 
someday, when we aren’t here anymore, he will be 
gainfully and meaningfully employed and will be 
OK.” 

From family 



Our ideas about work come 
from our life experience, from 
the world around us, from the 
people we meet and the 
interactions we have.

If these things aren’t happening, 
we need to help them happen.



So What do we want?
Presumption of Employability
High expectations
Quality, individualized services



Personalized Jobs (beyond “job 
placement”)

Stephanie & Jodi

Bryan & Larry

LeAnn

Mallory

Shelly



Jessica



Tim



Michael



Randy



RANDY – What was known

Worked at Food Lion as a bagger
Worked part time
Attended TRP on days off
Did sweeping and mopping at TRP
Organic brain disorder
 Intellectual Disability
Autism
 Limited language skills
Violent behavior
 Lots of support



RANDY- What was learned 

 Needed a job with consistency
 Job with predictability
 Quality vs. quantity 
 Small group of people
 Not a lot of interaction with variety of 

different people
 Memorizes numbers
 Likes to take things apart
 Once learned something, knows it!



How to get from there to 
here?

Start with the familiar…

then move toward the 
novel.



Where to 
begin?



Initial Meeting – How to Set Up
Where? 

Somewhere comfortable.  Home, library, 
coffee shop, etc. (Familiar! His turf)

What to do?
Introductions, explain SE process, set out 
expectations

What to ask?
Tell me about your day? What do you enjoy 
doing? What do you do well?



Initial Meeting – What to Avoid
Your office

The ADT/other day program center

Just asking questions from the 
PCEP/Career Profile – NOT a form to fill 
out on the first day



Initial Meeting at home

Met with Randy & his parents
He lived with them
He had limited language & they 

offered verbal information on his 
behalf

Explained process
Expectations – Lori, Family
Relationship building/trust



Things learned…
Background info, caring family

 “Check your money, please”

 Takes stuff apart (annoyance)

Attends TRP when not at work

Has pizza with family on Fridays

Goes to movies – only independent activity

What was learned? Where to go from here?



Starting 
place…Home/Garage

Why selected? 

 “He always…” can lead to finding hidden 
interest/skills

 Familiar place

Common activity



What was learned
Observation!

He has lots of things in garage to take apart.

ASK: Where does all this come from?

ANSWER: Neighbors bring it.

Discover – neighbor involvement

ASK: Does he ever put it back together?

ANSWER: Not often, mostly takes apart.

 Likes routine of taking things apart.



What was learned

Discover - His room is very orderly.

ASK: Is he orderly/tidy in general? 

ANSWER: Randy always wants 
everything in its place & will put 
things back of out of order.



TRP
Why chosen?

 Familiar

Observation opportunity

 Talk to others who know him.

 It’s where he spends a great deal of time.



What was learned at the TRP

 Stays busy with cleaning. 

Once he’s learned a task he won’t learn another 
way.

 “Check your money, please.” – still there

 No interaction with others (Susan).



Ready for job development? NO

 So he likes to clean. Great! We can always find 
janitorial jobs!

BUT….
Ask more questions!
What talent or skill makes Randy unique to a 

potential employer???

All jobs are not created equal.



Thinking in Questions
ASK: Why does Randy clean?

ANSWER: Randy likes to be busy.  He likes to 
see the results of his work, and things in the 
right place.

What we need to remember: It isn’t that 
Randy LIKES & WANTS to clean, it’s that this is 
the preferred option of the limited choices 
available. Learn what we can from this & 
seek something more fitting to Randy.



Remember the iceberg!
Randy cleans at 
the TRP.

He is a hard 
worker who 
wants to be 
busy and 
prefers to 
use his 
hands.



Thinking in Questions
ASK: How does Randy learn tasks?

ANSWER: Modeling tasks. Once Randy 
has learned it, that’s how it will be. He 
won’t change method. Learned this from 
talking with Susan at TRP and family at 
home.

What I need to remember/important: On 
the jobsite, he needs to learn the correct 
way first; no room for correcting after a 
task is learned. Seek good instruction!



Pizza Hut

Went with family to eat

Observed family dynamics/social skills

 “Check your money, please.”

What was learned? Stays with family, they 
ordered for him.  

 Where do we go from here?



Movies

Why Selected?
 Only place Randy went by himself
 Part of his typical routine, familiar place
 “Check your money, please.” Will he do 

this here?
 Observation opportunity



What was learned from movie 
theater

Randy only says “check you money, 
please” when someone is around who can 
explain what he means.

Knew routine of what to do at the movies 
(get ticket, sit in seat, quiet).



Ready for job development? NO!

 So he likes to go the movies. Great! I can 
always find a job as a ticket taker.

BUT….
 Lots of people, need to converse, not 

routine, doesn’t use Randy’s unique skills, 
likely not consistent co-workers…

Ask more questions!!

All jobs are not created 
equal.



Remember the iceberg!
He goes to the 
movies every Friday 
night.

Randy goes 
independently 
because he likes 
to watch movies. 
His preferred work 
conditions are 
totally opposite 
those of a movie 
theater.



Think in Questions

ASK: How can we know Randy won’t try to take 
someone’s money?

ANSWER: He only says “check your money 
please” when someone is there to explain what 
he means by it.

ASK:  How can someone do what needs to be 
done with unfamiliar people when he doesn’t 
talk much?

Answer: Needs to be shown (same every time).



Think in Questions

So, Randy should work with money?

ASK: What is it about this?

ANSWER: It’s not counting money or money 
itself he likes; it is the memorization of  large 
numbers.

NOTE: THIS is a unique ability Randy has to 
offer.



“He always…”

 Takes stuff apart
 “Check your money please”



Record Review



Why Caution?
Balance need for information – diagnostic, 

health related, background, etc. with 
understanding that a lot of information may 
not be currently relevant. 

You shouldn't ignore what's in a file, but you 
also need to get to know this person for 
yourself to see who s/he really is.



Putting it all together

Common themes
Not just one event
Evidence



Discovery = Translation
The finesse of discovery is to identify 

typical aspects of life and to translate 
those activities into Conditions for 
success, Interests toward employment 
and potential Contributions to be 
offered to employers.

Discovery is essentially an activity of 
translation.

Marc Gold & Associates©



What are you looking?
 Tasks

People

Environment



Ideal work tasks for Randy:
 uses interests and skills in taking things apart
 uses unique ability to memorize numbers
 consistency and predictability
 quality versus quantity
Ideal co-workers:
 small group
 mature
Ideal setting:
 small business or defined work station
 industrial
 not a lot of interaction with a variety of 

people



ACTIVITY – Practice Translation

From what you’ve learned about Randy, 
brainstorm potential work tasks he could perform 
and places of business where such tasks are 
needed. 

Consider the setting/conditions when listing 
businesses. Include contact person if one is 
known.





 

Job Search Bracket 

 Summary of job conditions (tasks, 
setting, people, preferences…) to be 
sought for person-- from the Person 
Centered Employment Plan. 
  

task 

task 

task 

task 

 

names of businesses/contact people 

 
ideal work tasks for Randy: 
• consistency and predictability 
• quality versus quantity 
• uses unique ability to 

memorize numbers 
• uses interests and skills in 

taking things apart 
 
ideal setting: 
• small business or defined 

work station 
• industrial 
• not a lot of interaction with a 

variety of people 
 
ideal co-workers 
• small group 
• mature 
 

 

 

Mail sorting 

Quality control 

Order picker 

Auto parts/small engine 
Rebuilding/disassembly  

1 - Matsushita 

2 - Dana Corp 

7 - UPS 

 

5 - Kohler Engines 

3 - Bay West 

8 - Auto Zone  Bill Schwartz 
 

  

 

Drew Brown 

4 - Danville Engine Builders 

    Debbie Barrett 

6 – Jackson Repair Shop Thomas Jackson

Jane Little
Mike Smith

Rick Jones

Contact Randy’s dad



Randy’s job after Discovery
 Working in a factory taking things apart

 Disassembly skills

 Put in boxes marked by set numbers
 Memorization of long numbers

 Works full time with benefits
 Regular schedule, well compensated

 Works with 2-3 other men in his work area
 Mature co-workers, not a lot of interaction with unknown 

others; Natural supports

 Takes vacations

 No violent behavior



The BIG QUESTION?

Would Randy have come up with this job 
without this process?



Compare the jobs

 Worked only when on 
the schedule - no 
consistency

 Groceries needed to be 
bagged at a fast pace; 
other tasks when asked; 
no routine

 Lots of people 
interaction – public & 
high turnover of co-
workers

 Needed a lot of support

 Worked everyday, set 
routine regarding tasks & 
schedule

 Responsible for tasks which 
utilized his competencies

 Quality was important
 Same people every day 

who knew him
 Reduced support



Looking Back!

Hadn’t looked at Randy’s unique skills and 
preferences.

Didn’t facilitate natural supports at Food 
Lion.

 Should have tried to figure out why we had 
to keep going back to job site rather than 
why Randy wouldn’t stay on task.

As a result, Randy hit a co-worker. Poor 
communication. Blame Randy.



jus·tice
NOUN
just behavior 
or treatment: 
"a concern for 
justice, 
peace, and 
genuine 
respect for 
people"



Targeted Job Development

o Gives you a list for that particular job seeker
o Creates the basis for your “pitch” to an employer 

that makes sense
o Keeps momentum going
o Avoids “but we’ve put in applications everywhere 

in town and haven’t found anything…” 
o Avoids “I know of 3 employers who are hiring, 

which of these interests you?”



You have to have a plan. 
That you will follow. 

I am here, talking to you, because I believe 
s/he can benefit your business in these 
ways…



We need something useful to 
say to an employer 

Why would you ever say “person with a 
disability” in your opening line to an 
employer? Never start with a perceived 
negative.



Job development: Finding an 
interested employer
Now you’re ready to learn more about 
the company.



Leading Questions – Labor 
Market
o What type of work do you do here?
o What’s most important to your company?
o What skill sets do you look for when hiring? What 

about experience & education?
o What openings do you have now? Do you 

foresee other openings in the near future?
o What is your hiring process?



Leading Questions – Customized Employment
o Can you tell me about your business, the products & 

services? 
o What is most important to your company?
o What types of work are done here?
o What about additional tasks - things that happen when 

people have time to do them? 
o What happens when those things don’t happen as 

needed? 
o Are there tasks that you need to be completed more 

efficiently or timely?
o Can we talk about ways my client might contribute to 

your company in a  manner I think you’ll find very useful? 
o Could I set up a time to tour your business and also see 

these tasks more in depth? (If no tasks mentioned, then 
begin with general tour to further the conversation)

3 cups of tea



Looking for unmet need

Episodic
Truss Wal – Michael

Slower component
St. Mary’s Michael

Interruptions
Louisville Mag - Keith



How would you get to know?

Let’s practice



Where would you go to learn more 
about a business or possibilities for 
employment?



So What do we want?
Presumption of Employability
High expectations
Quality, individualized services
Educated, well trained staff



Do you require continuing 
education? 

 In Kentucky – one of our Medicaid waivers (one 
that promotes employment) requires 12 hours 
every year. 

 If there’s not a state mandate, set one for your 
agency

 Look to UCED, APSE, etc. for quality education
 Not only does it promote learning, but shows 

support of your staff
 Reinforces that best practice is expected



In house/Staff Meetings
 Do you discuss relevant topics/strategies at staff 

meetings?
 Read an article & discuss
 Share a recorded webinar and ask everyone to 

watch when their schedule allows
 You can find info specific to Customized 

Employment
 Employment Files YouTube Channel
 Customized Employment in Kentucky

 Activities – role play, brainstorm where to go, 
share what you say



From ThinkWork.org
ICI at UMass Boston

Findings also suggest that job developers 
have limited opportunities for 
professional development, including 
both formal and informal chances for 
learning. However, employment 
specialists who do receive appropriate 
training and mentorship improve the 
number and quality of the jobs they 
develop.
(Italics inserted)



If we can’t see it 
we can’t do it. 



So What do we want?
Presumption of Employability
High expectations
Quality, individualized 

services
Educated, well trained staff
To be able to pay the bills



How do we get there?
Pay the bills 



Kentucky – Supported 
Employment
Office of Vocational Rehabilitation:
$900 for Discovery (Person Centered Job 

Selection)
$900 for Job Development
$5000 Outcome fee



Kentucky – Supported 
Employment 
If ES completed Advanced 
Training

Office of Vocational Rehabilitation:
$1900 for Discovery (full MG&A 

Vocational Profile)
$1500 for Job Development of 

Customized Job
$5000 Outcome fee



Kentucky 
 1 Medicaid Waiver will pay $42/hour for 

Supported Employment (after billing all of 
VR $)

 Other waivers will pay $22/hour for 
Supported Employment (after billing all of 
VR $)

 VR pays NO on the job support $



Indiana - VR

 Discovery - $42/hour; hours based upon individual 
need

 Milestone 1 – Job Development & Placement 
(1 calendar week)  $1300

 Milestone 2 – Support & Short-Term Retention 
(4 calendar weeks)  $1500

 Milestone 3 – Retention 
(90 days post stabilization) $1300

 VR total Milestones $4100



Indiana VR – after milestones



Alabama - VR
 Discovery $500 (Relatively new to allow for 

more learning than situational assessments)
 Milestone I $1200 (2 situational assessments)
 Milestone II $1200 Placement
 Milestone III $1500 Job Coaching
 Milestone IV $2100 Closure

 $6500 total from VR
 +Discovery can also be billed to waiver as “job 

coaching” fee



There’s never enough $$
 Yes, states are adding “Discovery” 

payments because it is widely accepted 
that this part of service is crucial to finding 
good employment

 No, there’s never enough money
 Getting disability professionals to agree on 

how to allocate $ is challenging



To Customize or Not to 
Customize? 

 In the same state/same funding 
mechanisms you will find areas of excellent, 
individualized service and areas that lack 
these options for people

 The dollars available are the same
 It’s the priorities of the agency/management
 It’s the expectations upon Employment Staff
 It’s HOW people use their time



Thinkwork.org



Example of Survey findings

61%

59%

54%

43%

38%

19%

17%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Facilitated/attended person centered planning

Talked to referral and funding agencies

Talked to family members

Observation in non-work environment

Situational assessment

Talked to former employers

Talked to acquaintances

Percentage of ECs performing these activities for most or all job seekers… 
to get to know job seekers

N= 163 Ecs in 28 states

Thinkwork.org



53%

53%

53%

51%

39%

34%

33%

27%

18%

16%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Reviewed classified ads

Made cold calls to employers

Approached past employers

Attended business events*

Asked employers about related…

Involved family members or…

Knocked on doors of businesses*

Negotiated job descriptions

Searched without referrals in mind*

One-Stop Career Centers

*In the past three months

…to search for jobs?
Thinkwork.org



If we want different results for 
employment then we need to 
shift:

 How we figure out jobs 
 How we figure out supports 
 How to encourage and support our staff

How time is spent so that dollars 
brought in are used efficiently & 
effectively 



So What do we want?
Presumption of Employability
High expectations
Quality, individualized services
Educated, well trained staff
To be able to pay the bills

A culture that supports – expects -
Customized Employment



Thank you

Katie Wolf Whaley
kwolf@uky.edu
University of Kentucky – Human Development Institute
KY APSE

mailto:kwolf@uky.edu
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