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Glossary
Term

Definition

ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

ADE

Australian Disability Enterprise

AFDO

Australian Federation of Disability Organisations

ASBAT

Australian School based Apprenticeships and Traineeships

CIE

Competitive Integrated Employment

DES

Disability Employment Service(s)

DSP

Disability Support Pension

ECOS

Employment Circles of Support

I/DD

Intellectual and developmental disability

ILC

Information Linkages and Capacity Building

IPP

Integrated Practical Placement

IPS

Individual Placement and Support

NDCO

National Disability Coordination Officer (program)

NDIA

National Disability Insurance Agency

NDIS

National Disability Insurance Scheme

OECD

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

PwD

People with disability

TAFE

Technical and Further Education

UK

United Kingdom

UN

United Nations

UNCRPD

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

US / USA

United States (of America)

VET

Vocational Education and Training

VETis

Vocational Education and Training in Schools

A note on terminology
Throughout this document the term ‘supported employment’ has been used to denote a job or job search that
has elements of support provided to people with disability. This captures a wide range of practices and
programs and is consistent with terminology in the United States and internationally. In Australia, however,
readers may be familiar with the term ‘supported employment’ to mean employment within what were
formerly known as ‘sheltered workshops’ and other forms of congregate disability-specific employment, now
largely encompassed by Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs). The Commonwealth government introduced
the term in this way in 1987 as part of the then Commonwealth Disability Services Program. This is not the
meaning of ‘supported employment’ adopted within this document.
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Background
Inclusion Australia
Inclusion Australia is the national voice for people with intellectual disability, bringing together diverse state
members who are connected to people with intellectual disability and who are committed to the shared vision
of inclusion in all aspects of Australian life.

Project need
Based on the evidence and on their networks, Inclusion Australia report that for people with intellectual
disability the path to open employment is not easy. Most do not look for open employment. Instead,
they often go into non-work settings like day programs.
The decision about whether someone with intellectual disability attempts to find open employment is
critical. Families are seen to play a very important role in making this decision for or with people with
intellectual disability. However, information about why open employment is important to people with intellectual
disability or how to navigate the intersecting systems that would facilitate this is not easy to access.
Parents have reported that the most straightforward option for post school activity for adult children with
intellectual disability is to use National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) funding in a way that does not interfere
with receipt of the Disability Support Pension (DSP) and to commence at a Day Service or Australian Disability
Enterprise (ADE). To date, these options have commonly resulted in the segregation of people with intellectual
disability, and have not contributed to their economic participation in the open labour market.

Project aim
The purpose of the Employment First project was to make getting a job in open employment a more viable
option for adults with intellectual disability through the provision of evidence-based information. Families,
supporters and people with intellectual disability require clear, relevant and accessible evidence to facilitate
navigating a pathway to open employment and help inform their decision-making. The project aimed to:
•

•

Give families of people with intellectual disability evidence-based information in a factual, warm and
non-judgmental way. This would include facts, figures and stories about the choices families make
throughout the life of their family member with intellectual disability that support open employment
for adults with intellectual disability – and explain why this is important;
Make it easier for families to navigate key disability systems and the interfaces between these (e.g.
Centrelink, Disability Employment Services (DES), the NDIS, and ADEs) in order to achieve open
employment.

A major component of the project was the development of a dedicated plain-language, accessible online portal to
bring together key employment pathway information, data and research, and present these from a person-first
perspective. The evidence pieces, presented in this report, were commissioned as a major element of the evidence
to inform the portal.
Overall, the project aimed to increase the opportunities for people with disability to access and pursue open
employment through increased support and information available, via the website and related workshops, to
individuals, families and other supporters.
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About the research design
Research focus
Inclusion Australia commissioned the Centre for Social Impact to provide a set of ‘evidence pieces’ to
summarise the evidence on a range of topics identified by Inclusion Australia.
Topics were identified following a workshop with stakeholders, convened by Inclusion Australia in November
2019, to identify key interest areas in relation to open employment for people with intellectual disability.
Topics were later collated into four areas:
1. The factors that contribute to or enable participation in open employment for people with intellectual
disability including: casual employment / work experience; completion of year 12; expectations of
parents, family and immediate supports; post school education.
2.

Effect of mainstream versus special school participation on employment outcomes.

3. The supports/activities/programs that are effective in enabling participation in open employment for
people with intellectual disability.
4. Outcomes of open employment for people with intellectual disability.

Method
Each topic was further disaggregated into discrete and relatively short evidence pieces. Given that evidence
pieces were intended to be used to inform parents, carers and supporters of people with intellectual disability,
a synthesis of the evidence rather than a formal literature review, was sought. Evidence pieces aimed to
translate each relevant body of research into a format that could inform readers and support decision making.
In this context, each evidence piece:
Focused on topics and evidence of the most relevance to supporting increased open employment
opportunities for people with intellectual disability;
• Drew together conclusions and findings from a range of evidence (academic and grey) in a way that
succinctly explained the topic and provided guidance based on evidence;
• Specifically highlighted evidence that is based on samples of people with intellectual disability in
Australia or similar contexts. Where there was no or insufficient evidence related to intellectual
disability, other evidence was used with suitable caveats.
• Selected and prioritised evidence that was current and high quality, making succinct evaluative
comments about the level and quality of evidence available.
However, while evidence pieces were targeted and written in a way to translate research for a non-academic
reader, they were not written for direct use by people with intellectual disability. Managing communication to
people with an intellectual disability is an ongoing activity of the wider project.
•

Searches of the literature were conducted by using search engines including EBSCOhost and Google Scholar, as
well as by identifying relevant literature from reference lists. A wide range of search terms were used related to
intellectual disability (including learning disability), as well as to the four main topic areas, and sub themes
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within them. The literature review sought to identify existing literature reviews or meta analyses as a first
search strategy. This included the use of a previous literature review co-authored by one of the authors and
commissioned by the NDIA (Crosbie et al., 2019). In all, 188 separate sources were included in the review,
including grey literature (such as program evaluation reports, submissions to inquiries, and service websites),
academic publications (journal articles and book chapters), and government documents (policies, evaluations,
inquiries and reports). The inclusion of already published literature reviews further substantially expanded this
coverage.
A set of 17 evidence pieces were produced, each of between 2 and 7 pages in length (excluding references).
These were then used by Inclusion Australia to inform content on the website and to be provided as links for
further reading.

Comments on the evidence
Across the four topic areas, the evidence was alternately well established, patchy or non-existent. Some topics,
such as Individual Placement and Support, have an extensive evidence base across multiple countries and
including a high number of randomised control trials (i.e. top tier evidence). In other areas, while studies
existed, their samples were small (sometimes only 4 or 5 people with intellectual disability) or mixed (including
people with a range of disabilities). Finally, in other areas, such as the outcomes for students with intellectual
disability leaving secondary education in Australia, the evidence has diminished to non-existent in recent years.
All evidence is produced in context and contexts were not always well described or comparable across the
literature examined. The task of the researchers in this project has been to interpret the value of different
evidence generated in diverse contexts and draw conclusions about what we might take from this to inform
actions to support the employment of people with intellectual disability in Australia. However, given the
diversity of evidence quality and context, the task is necessarily an interpretive one. This approach has its
strengths as it enables inclusion of and engagement with a range of sources that might otherwise be excluded.
Some reviews prioritise only evidence of a certain type or ‘quality’ and lay aside the emergent literature
reported via other sources such as submissions to parliamentary inquiries or commissioned evaluations.
Overall, there is sufficient evidence to draw sound conclusions about the factors that support the employment
of people with intellectual disability, and the types of programs that address these. However, there is also
cause for concern that Australian governments appear to have invested little in generating evidence about the
outcomes for this group. The case of the lack of evidence about the outcomes of special and mainstream
education in Australia is a good example of this, where a small data set available in some states has diminished
to no apparent public reporting in recent years.

Structure of this report
This report draws together the 17 evidence pieces about what we know influences the employment outcomes
of people with intellectual disability. The pieces are organised in a logical way, commencing with an overview
of the factors, progressing through to programs that have shown efficacy in addressing the employment needs
of people with intellectual disability, and ending with the outcomes of open employment for people with
intellectual disability.

Page 7

‘

Synthesis: how can
employment of people with
intellectual disability be
fostered?
People with intellectual disability experience low rates of employment in Australia and around the world and,
when they are employed, are less likely to work in open employment than their peers with other types of
disability. In Australia, the majority of people with intellectual disability who work do so part time. This data
suggests that preferences for part time work need to be accommodated in job design and employment policy.
The factors that contribute to these poor outcomes are self-reinforcing. Low expectations about the capacity of
people with intellectual disability as workers, held by family members, employers, other stakeholders (such as
teachers and careers advisors) and sometimes by people with disability themselves, lead to a lack of
engagement with work as a life option, which in turn reinforces low expectations.
However, there is evidence that this negative circle can be broken. When people with intellectual disability gain
paid and unpaid work and work experience, they, their families and employers witness their capacity for
employment and the employer’s capacity to accommodate them. As a result, expectations of all parties rise.
When expectations about work are high to start with, opportunities for work experience and work increase.
Taken together, raising expectations and access to work experience (of diverse types) dramatically increases
employment outcomes in open employment. The evidence for this in regard to young people with intellectual
disability is particularly strong.
Planning for this pathway to work is critical. There is evidence that this should formally commence by the age
of 14 years and that quality transition planning from this age, complete with work experience and training
opportunities (such as School Based Apprenticeships and Traineeships) will increase employment outcomes for
young people with intellectual disability. This is in contrast to what is reported as current practice around short,
limited transition planning conducted in the last year of school.
Planning the pathway to employment and ‘discovering’ the individual’s preferences, interests, strengths and
support needs in a work context is also a feature of programs for older adults with intellectual disability that
result in employment. This high level of focus on the individual is critical and, in programs with evidence of
success, is supported by skilled vocational or employment specialists.
There is clear evidence of what programs are successful in increasing employment for people with intellectual
disability. However, the examples of these in Australia are limited and often temporary, despite good results.
Features of effective programs (internationally and domestically) include:
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•
•
•
•
•

A high level of job customisation to suit the needs and interests of the individual with intellectual
disability and the employer, including job carving, job sharing and job creation;
Proactively seeking job opportunities and connecting individual jobseekers to employers, instead of
waiting for job vacancies to be advertised;
On-the-job training or on-site training mixed with work experience;
Time un-limited support in the workplace to continue to acquire work-related skills and capacity to
independently access and maintain employment;
The role of employment brokers or vocational specialists to work across disability support services,
health services (such as mental health services), employment services, training organisations, schools,
employers, families and jobseekers, based on evidence-based models of practice.

Overall, the evidence offers clear mechanisms for supporting individuals with intellectual disability to gain
employment. In the main, the necessary ingredients are a combination of highly individualised strategies
(focused on the unique attributes of the person with intellectual disability and their context) supported by
programmatic structures that deliver a range of supported opportunities.
Finally, this review focused on the factors effecting employment at the micro and meso levels of the
‘employment ecosystem’ (Nicholas et al., 2018), that is, those to do with supports for individuals with
intellectual disability, families and employers. In addition to these factors, a range of barriers to employment
exist at the macro level - the arena of government policy and public attitudes - that significantly construct and
reinforce the low employment rate of people with intellectual disability. These include disability income
support policy and disability employment policy and programs. A focus on macro level barriers to employment
of people with intellectual disability were not part of this review, though a literature set including a number of
public inquiries and international research is available to inform change in this area.
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Evidence piece 1:
Factors positively influencing
the employment of people
with intellectual disability
The problem
People with intellectual disability experience low rates of employment in Australia and around the world and,
when they are employed, are less likely to work in inclusive settings than their peers with disability.
In 2012, in Australia, only 39% of people with intellectual disability were in the labour force (including a mix of
seeking employment, being employed in ADEs and open employment). This compares to 55% of people with
other disabilities and 83% of people without disability in the labour force. Additionally, only 12% of people with
an intellectual disability were employed full-time compared to 32% of people with other disabilities (ABS, 2012;
Thoresen et al., 2018). More recent data does not distinguish between intellectual and other disabilities but
overall there has been little change between 2003 and 2015, though the rate of employment of people with
severe or profound activity limitation has decreased from 27% in 2003 to 22% in 2015 (Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare, 2017). Data recently released by the National Disability Insurance Agency (2019) shows
that 18% of NDIS participants with an intellectual disability aged 15-24 had a paid job, the same level as all NDIS
participants (when taken as a group). Interestingly, NDIS participants with an intellectual disability aged 25 and
above were more likely to be employed than their peers in the NDIS: 31% of people with intellectual disability
were in a paid job compared to 23% of other NDIA participants, though paid work includes ADE as well as open
employment settings.
People with intellectual disability have lower uptake of employment as they leave school and are more likely to
leave the labour market in their 30s.
•

On finishing school, people with intellectual disability are far less likely to move into post-secondary education
or the labour force than their age peers without disability. In 2003, the labour force participation rate of those
aged in their 20s was around 60% and between 34% and 46% for those aged in their 30s, well below the 85%
participation by young adults without disability. Transitions out of the labour force were common at ages 30–34
years and onwards, possibly highlighting difficulties for people with intellectual disability in maintaining
employment and a need for those who do leave a job to find alternative means of social participation (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008, pp. 2-3).
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Why do people with intellectual disability have lower rates
of employment than the general population?
Perceived ‘unemployability’ has been synonymous with the identity of adults with intellectual disability
for the last century (Thoresen et al., 2018, p. 161).
There is no single factor that explains why people with disability have lower rates of economic participation
than others. Research suggests that it is a result of the broader environment of negative attitudes, lack of
supports for employers, the policy environment, as well as the aspirations and skills of people with disability,
limited expectations of their parents and supporters, and a lack of supports available to assist them customise
and undertake a job.

The solution
Overall, a wide range of international and Australian research has identified that people with intellectual
disability can be employed in open employment, can complete apprenticeships, traineeships, vocational
education and training courses, participate in some University programs, and be self-employed.
Provided adequate supports and training are in place, people with I/DD [intellectual and
developmental disability] have significant long-term potential for securing competitive employment
and living independently (Southward & Kyzar, 2017, p. 26).
The Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO) reinforces the importance of the provision of
supports to people who need them. AFDO suggests:
Supported employment recognises the capacity of people with disability to work with the right ongoing
supports in a variety of settings that include open (mainstream) employment, mobile crews, social
enterprises and small businesses (AFDO, 2018, p. 4).
In countries with different employment policies and different employment related supports, people with
intellectual disability experience vastly better employment outcomes than they do in Australia. While
noting that it is difficult to compare data, Wakeford and Waugh (2014) point out that national statistics in
the US identify that 76% of young people with intellectual disability experienced open employment across
an eight year period, compared to only 25% of young people with intellectual disability in Australia.
This points to a need to shift expectations about and supports for employment. Evidence that this is
occurring, with support, is provided within the Ticket to Work program, encompassing strategies in both
mainstream and special schools:
Employment used to be aimed at those ‘top edge’ students particularly for those that can read and
write. What we are now doing is moving that down the IQ scale, these kids do have employability skills.
So, in our school we are raising the employment aspirations of all students in our school. We discuss
careers and all types of employment such as paid full time, part time and casual employment as well as
voluntary and supported employment....... It means that those students that used to do training and
recreation programs at day services once leaving school can consider paid and volunteer employment
also. It’s a real recognition of what they can do and that they are all employable (Principal, special
school, Ticket to Work partner) (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 19).
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Factors that positively influence the employment of people
with intellectual disability
Across Australian and international research, a range of factors have been identified to support the
employment of people with intellectual disability, including those relating to the individual with disability,
their supporters (families, friends, service providers), employers, and the broader policy environment. As a
US researcher explains:
It is also important to note that due to the diversity of the population, the type of job, and available
community and state resources, no one model [of pathways to employment] can possibly serve the
workplace support needs of all people with disabilities (Wehman et al., 2018, p. 132).
Factors that have been identified as positively influencing employment outcomes for people with intellectual
disability include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

having early experiences to develop a view or vision of one’s self as a worker
having work experience, including a ‘typical’ pathway of work experience and paid work as the person
grows up through teenage and adult years
parental expectations
expectations and support of family and friends (and accessing their social capital)
effective transition support
completing secondary school
participating in post-secondary education
customised employment
individualised placement and support
mentoring to support employment
self-employment through microenterprise
interagency collaboration.
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Evidence piece 2:
The effect of parental
expectations on employment
of people with intellectual
disability
What do we mean by parent expectations?
Parent expectations of, or aspirations for, their children are the broad ideas about what parents believe is
realistic for their child’s future (Martinez et al., 2012). The expectations parents – and others – hold can have a
direct impact on the employment outcomes of youth with intellectual disability (Carter et al., 2017).

The problem
Research and public consultation have found that the aspirations of people with disability, and those of their
family and carers, about participation in post-secondary education and employment are often limited (ACIL
Allen Consulting, 2017; Chambers et al., 2004). Indeed, low expectations of parents is a commonly cited major
barrier to employment for people with intellectual disability.
These low expectations, coupled with poor transition planning, lead to decision making that is focused on
reducing risk, often resulting in choices that have a non-vocational focus (Hetherington et al., 2010; Redgrove
et al., 2016; Gilson et al., 2018; Noel et al., 2017). Failure to explore the world of work also reinforces low
expectations (Bellman et al., 2014; Blustein et al., 2016; Carter et al., 2017; Chambers et al., 2004; Luecking &
Luecking, 2015; Lysaght et al., 2017).

What works as a solution?
There is a strong relationship between parent expectations and student outcomes for all students (both with
and without disability) (Zhang et al., 2011).
Parent expectations have been found to influence:
•

Student outcomes
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•

School graduation rates

•

Employment after secondary school

• Participation in post-secondary education and training.
High expectations of what people with disability can achieve are an important indicator of their later
employment (ARTD Consultants, 2019; Carter et al., 2017; Kirby et al., 2019). Hall et al. (2018, p. 208) argue
that “parental expectation is the greatest predictor of paid work experiences” for people with intellectual and
developmental disability, and this is reinforced in a range of research which finds that parental expectations
are the strongest predictors of employment and post-secondary education for students with intellectual
disability (Papay & Bambara, 2014, in Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Carter et al., 2012; Carter et al., 2017).
Longitudinal studies have found that high parent expectations (along with hands-on, authentic work
experiences) are the key factors associated with employment two years post high school for students with
intellectual and severe disability (Carter et al., 2012). Early modelling of work roles by parents and family
members are powerful ingredients for the child in shaping the vision of their future life (Hall et al., 2018).
One US study reported that students with intellectual disability “whose parents expected they would be employed
upon graduation of high school are ‘58 times more likely to be employed up to 2 years out of high school and 50
times more likely to be employed between 2and 4 years out of high school than youth whose parents did not expect
they would be employed’” (Papay & Bambara, 2011, as cited in Southward & Kyzar, 2017, p. 30).

Key ingredients of developing high parental expectations
A range of ingredients have been established as supporting the development of high parental expectations of
their child with disability:
•

Parents and families should be supported to develop early positive expectations of their child with
intellectual disability’s employment future. Parents of young people report that it is important that they
hold similar expectations for their child with a disability as they do for other children (Blustein et al., 2016;
Francis et al., 2018).

•

Parents should work to maintain high expectations. Parents of young people with intellectual and other
disabilities reflecting on their experience advised parents to:
maintain a “picture” of young adults as “completely capable, independent, not on disability” benefits,
“getting married” or “feeling connected and valuable” in their communities. Participants reported
“always telling” young adults “all of the things they could accomplish”, including going to college,
working and living in the community. Participants indicated that these demonstrations of high
expectations resulted in young adults developing a positive self-concept and motivation to develop and
achieve goals (Francis et al., 2018, p. 286).
To maintain high expectations, parents identified that they resisted letting their young person “get away
with things” and held them accountable to expectations about housework, chores and homework (Francis
et al., 2018, p. 286). Three strategies were specifically recommended: hold young adults accountable;
expect that young adults will experience and overcome failure; locate positive examples of young adults in
the community (Francis et al., 2018, p. 291).

•

Parents and families should be equipped with employment and transition knowledge, such as how to
utilise formal and informal supports including drawing on other family, friends and networks (Francis et al.,
2013).
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•

The service system should be a major source of support and connect with families as early as possible to
influence employment expectations (Hall et al., 2018, p. 210). There is evidence that parents and family
members can be supported to raise expectations by:

o

accessing information and resources via training (Francis et al., 2013). For example, the Family
Employment Awareness Training (FEAT) program in the United States, offering face to face
training about integrated employment over two days, has been found to increase participants’
expectations for competitive employment and knowledge of employment services and
supports (Francis et al., 2013);

o

engaging people with intellectual disability in work experience as this offers the opportunity for
people with disability to demonstrate their capabilities and to build expectations of those around
them (Bellman et al., 2014; Chambers et al., 2004; Simonsen & Neubert, 2013; Skellern & Astbury,
2014);

o

accessing mentoring, training, and timely information and support to navigate systems. This has
been shown to raise expectations of family members about post school employment and influence
decision making (Carter et al., 2017; Chambers et al., 2004). The support of peers (i.e. other
parents) has been noted to be particularly helpful (Francis et al., 2018).

Page 15

‘

Evidence piece 3:
The role of family and friends
in influencing employment
for people with intellectual
disability
Who is influential in a young person’s life and on their
employment outcomes?
The people with whom we have a personal relationship are important influencers in most people’s lives,
including the lives of people with intellectual disability. Given that families (e.g., parents, siblings, other close
relatives) “represent the most prominent and enduring sources of support and guidance” for people with
intellectual disability (Gilson et al., 2018, p. 21), it is not surprising that they hold influential roles in relation to
employment.
Social networks and contacts build social capital (Putnam, 2000) which is important to a range of individual
outcomes including the employment success of persons with disability. Social networks impact the
employment of persons with a disability in much the same way that they do for everyone else (Potts, 2005).
Research has provided evidence that the following types of relationships can influence employment aspirations
and outcomes for people with disability:
• Parents
• Family members
• Friends
• Teachers
• Transition advisors
• Peers (Lindsay et al., 2015; Antonelli et al., 2018; Carter et al., 2017; Chambers et al., 2004).
In the UK, in major government policy evaluations, supportive families have been found to be “a key element in
encouraging people with learning disabilities to seek paid work” (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013, p. 128). In
addition, research has found that alongside family, professionals such as teachers, paraprofessionals, job
coaches, transition coordinators, “strongly influence the likelihood of competitive employment” (Francis et al.,
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2013, p. 45). The influence and role of professionals becomes even more important for people who lack family
support (Francis et al., 2013).

The problem
People with intellectual disability generally have low social capital with limited social networks (Potts, 2005).
People with intellectual disability are less likely to be involved in community groups, and leisure activities
(Verdonschot et al., 2009). An Australian study (Wilson et al., 2017) noted that many people with intellectual
disability remain socially isolated and require support to overcome barriers and access social opportunities.
Often the networks and friendships that do exist are closely linked to family relationships, peers with similar
disabilities and service providers (Wilson et al., 2017). This limited social capital reduces the resources available
to people with intellectual disability to support their aspirations for employment.
However, not only is their access to social capital limited, people with intellectual disability are typically
surrounded by people who hold low expectations of them. Key supporters of young people with intellectual
disability, including family members and teachers, hold low expectations about their capacity to undertake
open employment and base their decisions on fear and concern for the person’s safety and wellbeing, and a
desire to reduce risk (Carter et al., 2017; Winn & Hay, 2009; Gilson et al., 2018). These low expectations often
result in transition to non-vocational options (Hetherington et al., 2010; Redgrove et al., 2016).

What works as a solution?
A large body of research demonstrates that family expectations and support are predictors of employment for
people with intellectual disability (Francis et al., 2013; Gilson et al., 2018; Nicholas et al., 2018). In three
international studies:
family expectations of the student with I/DD [intellectual and developmental disability] securing
competitive employment upon completion of high school were significantly associated with postsecondary competitive employment (Southward & Kyzar, 2017, p. 30).
Just as the network of people around a young person with disability can narrow and close off options by
holding low expectations, the expectations that families, educators and others hold can have a direct impact on
the employment outcomes of young people with intellectual disability (Carter et al., 2017; Midjo & Aune,
2018). Families can also act to foster higher expectations, broaden horizons and connect into employment and
other opportunities.
Family members offer career-related advice, help the student find jobs, shape aspirations, and can offer
practical and moral support to maintain employment (Southward & Kyzar, 2017, p. 34).

Social capital (that is the personal and professional networks) of those in the life of a person with disability
seeking employment, is a critical component of success in fostering employment. In an Australian study of
people with intellectual disability, participants frequently reported that they found their current employment:
via a personal connection through family and friends. In supported employment in ADEs, people generally
spoke about their family or friends finding the job for them or recommending it to them. In open
employment people were more likely to comment on family or friends passing on an advertisement; making
a potential connection with an employer, which they then followed up themselves; or helping them to write
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job applications … Other people who helped in the search for work included teachers, career advisors, and
people working in the management of ADEs (Meltzer et al., 2016, pp. 19-20).
Supports to employment, such as customised employment, rely heavily on the social capital around the job seeker
with disability. In the customised employment approach, the social capital of family and friends, along with that of
paid supporters, is critical. In one US study,

One example of social capital described was a mother who networked where she had been employed to
create an opportunity for her son to have a work experience in the business. Another example of social
capital was networking with a computer technician who [was willing to visit the individual with disability
at home and] provided feedback on the job seeker’s skills for taking apart computers (Inge et al., 2018,
p. 164).

Ingredients of success
•

High expectations of those around the young person with intellectual disability. Having parents and
professionals holding high expectations for the future resulted in young adults developing a “positive selfconcept and motivation to develop and achieve goals” (Francis et al., 2018, p. 286). A US study found that
family expectation for paid work was the most significant unique predictor of paid work. Those whose family
expressed an expectation for paid work were 3.58 times more likely to be working for pay after leaving
school (Carter et al., 2012).

•

Role models. Young people with disability also report that seeing positive examples of others operating in
the real world contributes to their own high expectations (Francis et al., 2018). Research confirms that
having early role models of work, among family and others of people with intellectual disability, can have a
strong influence on the young person’s vision of themselves in the future (Hall et al., 2018).

•

Increasing social networks and using them to connect to the world. Strategies that promote social
capital and development of relationships between people with disability and their community have
been recommended in a range of research. Families, friends and associates are the connectors to these
opportunities (ARTD Consultants, 2019; Carter et al., 2017; Nicholas et al., 2018; Sheppard et al., 2017).
Young people also build their own social capital through membership of sporting clubs, being involved
in activities such as scouts and guides and through involvement in community based activities. (Crosbie
et al. 2019; Potts, 2005). Past work and educational experience are rich sources of social networks by
keeping in touch with previous employers, fellow workers, teachers and students. Volunteering can
also be a way of building social networks as well as providing work experience, especially if it involves
the field a person wishes to be employed in (Bellman et al., 2014; Skellern & Astbury, 2014; Potts,
2005).
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Evidence piece 4:
Effects of mainstream vs
special schooling on
employment outcomes for
people with intellectual
disability
What is meant by mainstream schooling and special schooling?
In Australia, students with disability can attend either mainstream or special schools.
A special school

A mainstream school

is one that enrols only students with special needs. Special schools provide education
for students that exhibit one or more of the following characteristics before
enrolment: mental or physical disability or impairment; slow learning ability; social or
emotional problems; or in custody, on remand or in hospital (ABS, 2019).

is one that enrolls students with and without disability, including providing classes
to specifically support students with special needs and/or providing additional
assistance to students with special needs in regular classes (Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare, 2017a).

Mainstream schooling and special schooling – the impact on
employment outcomes
1. THE VALUE OF EDUCATION
An effective education is vital for all young people – including those with disability - as an inadequate education
will have consequences across the duration of a person’s life. “Under-education leads to unemployment, lower
levels of health, social isolation and a lifetime of disadvantage” (Senate Standing Committee on Education and
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Employment, 2016, p. 4). Hence choice of schooling, and ongoing engagement with schooling, is vital to a
person with intellectual disability and their life opportunities.

2. OUTCOMES OF MAINSTREAM VS SPECIAL EDUCATION
It is difficult to compare mainstream and special schools using the research evidence. The evidence suggests
that outcomes of each will be significantly influenced by a range of factors at each site including the level of
inclusion achieved, the level of resources available, as well as the expertise of the teaching staff (Casey et al.,
2006). While the outcomes of mainstream compared special schools for people with intellectual disability
remain in doubt, there is research to suggest that the aspirations of young people with intellectual disability for
employment are the same regardless of setting (Casey et al., 2006).
a)
Outcomes of mainstream schools
For children with intellectual disability, the opportunity to participate in mainstream schooling alongside their
peers without disability is a human right. The Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission
(2012) argues that:

There are profound consequences when students with disabilities are unable to participate in education
on the same basis as students without disability – for the child, the family, the school and for the
community. A person’s life chances, employment options, future earnings and value in society are largely
determined by their education. Failing to ensure the participation of students with disabilities in
education, and to maximise their learning outcomes, is not only discriminatory and unfair, it is also lifechanging (p. 48).
However, overall, the evidence as to whether mainstream schooling or special schooling leads to better
employment outcomes is limited and it is difficult to find good data on this topic, especially in Australia.
Internationally, a set of older research concludes that “the small existing research base suggests that students
with special educational needs achieve more, academically and socially, in a mainstream setting than in special
schools” (Casey et al., 2006, p. 277). In the UK, one large scale study conducted in 2002 found that participation
in mainstream education:
increased aspirations for higher status employment
increased aspiration to a higher level course and increased certainty about choice of post-secondary
course (Casey et al., 2006, p. 285).
One Australian study tracked outcomes of students with intellectual disability leaving secondary school in QLD
and found that 53% of students of mainstream schools were in paid employment (18% were in ADEs),
compared to 44% (8% in ADEs) of students exiting special education units, and 15% (14% in ADEs) of students
from special schools (Davies & Beamish, 2009). While samples were not matched, this suggests higher
employment outcomes for students with intellectual disability from mainstream schools.
•
•

Data exists that attests to a range of other outcomes associated with mainstream education for children with
intellectual disability, and that these outcomes have been found to positively influence employment outcomes
in the future (Casey et al., 2006). There is evidence to indicate that mainstream schooling, increases:
•

•

acquisition of social competence skills (Freeman & Alkin, 2000, reviewing 36 articles; Casey et al.,
2006): “Through participation in general education classrooms, fully integrated children demonstrate
better social behaviors such as adjustment, interactions, maturity, and general social competence as
judged by others” (Freeman & Alkin, 2000, p. 16).
academic language skills and reading skills (Dessemontet et al., 2012).
Page 20

‘

An Australian review of research found that children progress at least as well in inclusive education as in
segregated settings, with a small (but possibly significant) academic benefit from inclusion (Jackson, 2008).
In addition, mainstream schools can offer the opportunity to develop an identity that is not predicated on
disability. Placement in segregated settings, and low expectations, can limit opportunities for a person with
intellectual disability to fully explore a sense of self and can reinforce the ‘disability identity’ (Midjo & Aune,
2018). Parents and professionals also influence the emerging identities of young people via the support they
provide and attitudes they hold of who the young adults are and who they have the possibility to be (Morris,
2004, cited in Midjo & Aune, 2018). In this regard, parents and professionals, including teachers, can strongly
influence the experience of a meaningful and valued working life and future dreams of involvement in
interesting education and work (Midjo & Aune, 2018).
Recent National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA, 2018) data compared children with disability (including
intellectual disability) who are NDIS participants attending mainstream and special schools. The data showed
that children attending mainstream schools were more likely to:
• be developing independence,
• have a genuine say in decisions about themselves,
• make friends outside the family,
• spend time with friends without an adult present.
Other research has shown that these elements, particularly the extent of social network and social capital, as
well as the level of involvement in decision making in their employment goals, are all predictors of increased
open employment of people with intellectual disability (Southward & Kyzar, 2017).
However, there is also evidence of negative outcomes of engagement of some children in mainstream settings.
Professionals and parents need to be aware that children with intellectual disability in integrated classrooms
might not necessarily experience high levels of classroom social acceptance. Targeted strategies may be
needed to improve the social status of children with intellectual disability in mainstream education and ensure
genuine inclusion, such as ensuring teachers and children are prepared for integration (Freeman & Alkin, 2000).
b)
Outcomes of special schools
The UK study discussed above also found outcomes in favour of special school education. Young people with
mild learning or behavioural disabilities attending special schools were more likely than their peers at
mainstream schools to aspire to post-secondary education, although of a lower level (Casey et al., 2006).

The recent NDIA (2018) data discussed above found that children attending special schools were more likely to
experience the following outcomes than those in mainstream settings:
feel genuinely included
be happy at school
have parents/carers who feel informed of their child’s goals at school
have parents/carers who feel satisfied that the school listens to them in relation to their child’s
education.
While evidence related to school outcomes in Australia is extremely limited, some data shows outcomes of
students leaving special schools (where the majority of enrolments are those with intellectual disability). A
Queensland Government report (Next Step Team, 2018) showed that 371 students in special schools in
Queensland completed Year 12 in 2017. Around three quarters of students provided data about their postschool destinations:
•
•
•
•
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• 31% attended day services
• 22% were studying in post-secondary education
• 19% were not in the labour force or education and training
• 11% were in unpaid or volunteer work
• 7% were looking for work
• 6% were in supported employment
• 3% were in open employment
• 1% had an apprenticeship or traineeship.
This range of outcomes is similar to an earlier report from the Victorian Government (State of Victoria,
Department of Education and Training, 2015). Victorian graduates of special schools, including those
completing Year 12 or equivalent or VCAL, in 2014 reported outcomes of:
• 59% attending a day service
• 29% studying post-secondary education, mostly in a TAFE institution
• 15% employed, with 61% of these in an Australian Disability Enterprise.
Unfortunately, there is no recent data on outcomes of students with disability in Victoria (State of Victoria,
Department of Education and Training, 2018), nor data to identify the outcomes of students with intellectual
disability in mainstream schools to enable a comparison with the outcomes of special schools.
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Evidence piece 5:
Year 12 completion as a
predictor of employment
for people with intellectual
disability
Year 12 and senior years – the Australian Education System
School education is similar across all of Australia with only minor variations between states and territories.
School education (primary and secondary) is compulsory between the ages of six and sixteen (Year 1 to Year 9
or 10). Senior secondary school runs for two years, Years 11 and 12 (Australian Trade and Investment
Commission, n.d.). Senior years can include a range of activities including school-based vocational education
and training, university entrance studies, school-based apprenticeships and traineeships and other programs of
study.

The problem: Low educational attainment for people with
intellectual disability
In Australia, people with disability have significantly lower rates of education attainment than people without
disability. Recent Year 12 completion rates show that approximately 1 in 3 (32%) people with disability aged 20
and over, and 1 in 4 (25%) with severe or profound disability have completed Year 12 or equivalent (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2017a, 2019a). This was much lower than people without disability who have a
62% completion rate of year 12. Unfortunately, there is little available data about the completion rates of
students with intellectual disability in Australia in both mainstream and in special schools.
Educational attainment has a significant and ongoing impact on workforce participation. In all OECD countries
in 2013, individuals with high educational qualifications had both the highest employment rates and the lowest
unemployment rates when compared with individuals with lower educational qualifications (Australian Human
Rights Commission, 2016).
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Those who have completed Year 12 are more likely to continue with further education or training and have
a more successful transition into the workforce (ABS, 2011, cited in Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare, 2019b).
Low education achievement is associated with lower work participation and unemployment, a high risk of longterm socioeconomic marginalisation, and mental and physical health issues. For those with disability, schoolnon-completers are also far more likely to receive a disability pension or depend on various public benefits
early in life (Myhr et al., 2018).
Those with intellectual disability have particularly high rates of unemployment when compared with other
disability groups (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2016; Australian Institute of Health and Welfare,
2019a).

The solution: Secondary education completion as a predictor
of employment
While the evidence aligning secondary education completion and employment for people with intellectual
disability is limited, multiple research studies identify secondary school completion as a predictor of postsecondary open employment for people with disability (LoBlanco & Kleinert, 2013, Papay & Bambara, 2011,
Shandra & Hogan, 2008, cited in Southward & Kyzar, 2017). One suggests that students with intellectual
disability who successfully completed high school were 4.07 times more likely to secure open employment
than those students who did not (LoBlanco & Kleinert, 2013, cited in Southward & Kyzar, 2017). It should be
noted, however, that the research studies in this area compare results of many different types of senior
secondary school programs (not solely university entrance studies) and also point to a range of additional
factors associated with later employment.
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Evidence piece 6:
Effective transition from
school to work and postsecondary education for
people with intellectual
disability
What is transition from school to work and post-secondary
education?
Understanding ‘transition’ is critical to developing an effective approach. Transition can be understood
narrowly, as the movement from secondary school to a post-school option, or more comprehensively, as a
longer period of development that involves the emerging adult identity of the child and longer term
consideration of, and planning for, post-school options (Redgrove et al., 2016).
‘School to work’ transition refers to the critical socio-economic life changing period between
approximately 15 to 24 years of age – a period when young individuals develop and build skills, based
on their initial education and training that helps them become productive members of the society
(World Bank, 2009, as cited in Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 5).
Transition planning in the Australian context does not tend to adopt this longer term view of transition from
school to work for young people with intellectual disability. Nor does an understanding of transition to
adulthood for young people with intellectual disability encompass an understanding of a longer period of
development over seven to twelve years in which young people develop capacities and skills necessary for
employment and adult life (Redgrove et al., 2016). Instead, there is evidence that for young people with
intellectual disability the transition from school to adulthood is assumed to occur immediately upon leaving
school and entering adult services, without the extended period of discovery and broadened experience that
accompanies their same-age peers without disability (Redgrove et al., 2016).
The period of transition is a complex and challenging time (Leonard et al., 2016). It is a time of heightened
opportunities and new risks (Blacher, 2001) which challenge the individual, the family and the service system
(Davies & Beamish, 2009).
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The problem
Australia does not have a nationally consistent transition model for young people with intellectual disability
leaving school and data is not collected at the national level to provide evidence of outcomes (Beamish et al.,
2012).
People with intellectual disability typically experience poor quality, or a lack of, transition planning in moving
from school into post school options which frequently results in uptake of segregated options such as day
programs and Australian Disability Enterprises (or sheltered workshops in international contexts) (Wakeford &
Waugh, 2014; Baer et al., 2011; Bouck, 2012; Foley et al., 2013).
Research in overseas settings suggests that despite ‘Employment first’ policies in some countries, such as the
US, transition plans can lack a focus on employment.
research indicates that individualized transition plans for students with I/DD [intellectual and
developmental disability] focus more on functional skills for independence and building social
relationships than on gaining employment or pursuing post-secondary education (Southward & Kyzar,
2017, p. 26).
The common experience of transition, especially in Australia, is one of a short term process accompanied by
narrowly focused transition supports, frequently targeting transitioning into adult support services, with little
consideration of the individual needs and aspirations of the person (Davies & Beamish, 2009; Redgrove et al.,
2016).
Families have reported that commencing a transition focus in the last year of school is too late given the
complexity of barriers young people with disability face when leaving school (Foley et al., 2013). Parents
describe the time of finishing school as a “cliff” (Davies & Beamish, 2009, p. 255), with little information
provided about the options available to the young person which leads to short term decision making.
In Australia, the transition process is highly fragmented and siloed, with lack of - and barriers to - funding
operating to discourage collaboration across services (ARTD Consultants, 2019; Davies & Beamish, 2009).

The solution (what are the ingredients of effective transition?)
Fortunately, transition has been the subject of a large amount of research, especially in the United States, and
more recently in Australia (ARTD Consultants, 2019; Ashburner, Bobir, & van Dooren, 2018; Baer et al., 2011;
Davies & Beamish, 2009; Kohler et al., 2016; Kohler & Field, 2003; Smith et al., 2017). This research has
established an evidence base of what works in transition. This research, now over three decades in longevity,
shifts attention from short term ‘planning’ to a broader perspective referred to as “transition-focused
education … which views transition planning not as an add-on activity” but underpinning education programs
and extra curricula activities across multiple years (Kohler & Field, 2003, p. 176).
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Ingredients of an effective transition approach:

Name

Description

Self determination

A focus on self-determination, “i.e. engaging in goal-directed, self-regulated,
autonomous behaviour or the involvement of students in transition goal-setting
activities” (Davies & Beamish, 2009, p. 255) is critical (Papay & Bambara, 2014).
Within a transition context, this might include teaching self-determination skills
and behaviours as part of transition (Davies & Beamish, 2009).

Clear expectations

A core element of an effective transition approach is the expectation that young
people can work (ARTD Consultants, 2019).

Family centred

Family involvement in transition planning is considered best practice (Papay &
Bambara, 2014). Family-centred transition planning processes help to increase
student and parent expectations for the future, self-determination, and
vocational decision making amongst young people with disability (Sheppard et
al., 2017). Parent engagement should include:
-

engagement in training opportunities and information sessions at
school about post-school and community-based services
- introductions to employment services
- family visits to adult service agencies
- exploring role models who can provide a vision to the young person
and their family of what adult life might be like
- being part of family support groups focused on transition to adulthood
issues, including seeking and finding employment
- actively building networks in the community
- actively supporting the young person’s growing independence over
time
- engagement in supporting students in domains of life beyond work
such as recreation and leisure, continued education and community
participation (Sheppard et al, 2017).
Young people with intellectual disability whose parents and families expect them
to be employed upon completing school are significantly more likely to be
employed, with one study finding this to be 58 times more likely (Southward &
Kyzar, 2017).
Family-centred transition planning also listens to families’ concerns, such as
concern for safety in the workplace or impact of wage on income support
payments, that might be impacting their expectations and preferences
(Southward & Kyzar, 2017).
Individualised

Individualised transition planning is considered best practice (Papay & Bambara,
2014). Individualised transition plans should be based on the young person’s
strengths, preferences, needs and interests (Kohler & Field, 2003). Transition can
be linked to Individual Education or Learning Plans (IEP/ILP) within schools, with
research showing that where plans included individualised goals related to
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Name

Description
gaining paid employment, this increased employment outcomes (Southward &
Kyzar, 2017).

Early

Early transition planning or focus for young people with disability leads to
improved employment outcomes (Baer et al., 2011; Luecking & Luecking, 2015;
Test et al., 2009; Cimera et al., 2011; Andersén et al., 2018; ARTD Consultants,
2019; Bouck, 2012; Kohler & Field, 2003; Sheppard et al., 2017; Cimera et al.,
2014). Transition planning should commence by the age of 14 (for instance, this
is the mandated age for transition planning for people with disability in the
United States) which aligns with career development planning programs for
students without disability which usually commence at working age. There is
strong evidence from large scale studies of people with intellectual disability in
the United States, that commencing transition planning at 14 years, compared to
16 years, results in significantly increased employment outcomes (Cimera et al,
2014). When interviewed about transition experiences, US parents and young
adults with intellectual and other disabilities advised: “start ... successful
transition [planning] ... earlier,” even as early as “elementary school” or
“preschool, where the presumption still is that everyone can learn anything”
(Francis et al., 2018, pp. 285-286). Australian research supports the suggestion
that transition should commence by age 14:
early planning allows students to familiarise themselves with the post-school
environment, set goals for the future, learn the skills that will assist towards
meeting those goals, and make adjustments if goals or desires change
(Meadows, 2012, as cited in Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 21).

Collaborative and
including active
involvement of person
with intellectual
disability

Transition planning needs to be highly collaborative between the school, the
person with disability, family members and key services (Kirby et al., 2019; Papay
& Bambara, 2014). Several studies show that where the student with intellectual
disability actively took part in transition planning, they were four times more
likely to experience employment outcomes. This is linked to evidence that goal
setting is motivational for young people with intellectual disability and builds
independence (Southward & Kyzar, 2017).

Systematic and
structured

Transition planning must be a systematic and structured process in which
stakeholders and agencies collaborate to provide a continuum of services
individualised to the person (Kohler & Field, 2003).
Transition-oriented schools focus also on systematic community
involvement in the development of educational options, communitybased learning opportunities, systematic inclusion of students in the social
life of the school, and increased expectations related to skills, values, and
outcomes for all students (p. 179).

Career development
AND skills training

Transition requires provision of high-quality career development coupled with
skills training (and work experience) to enable people with disability to explore
Page 28

‘

Name

Description
their interests and develop workplace skills. As described by Fields and Demchak
(2019):
To successfully respond to the challenges associated with transitioning a
student with an intellectual disability (ID) into employment, secondary
schools must devise and implement an effective school-to-work curriculum
that provides vocational skill instruction (Carter et al., 2009) and that seeks
to engage the employment opportunities available within the local
community (Brooke, Revell, & Wehman, 2009). Hart, Barnett, and Crippen
(2014) suggest that an appropriate transition curriculum for students with ID
should incorporate real-world, community-based vocational training
experiences (p. 128, emphasis added).
The Transition to Work program in Australia, argues that it is particularly
successful with transition to work outcomes because the employment pathway
is often activated, via a school based apprenticeship model, while the student it
still at school (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014).
Ticket to Work connects young people with disability to training and
employment opportunities in their community whilst they are still in school;
making the likelihood of a seamless transition from school and into
employment more attainable for these young people (Wakeford & Waugh,
2014, p. 20).

Work experience

Work experience has been found to be the strongest predictor of gaining open
employment for people with intellectual disability and is a critical part of any
transition process. It both builds skills and knowledge of the young person, as
well as builds expectations of parents and families (Southward & Kyzar, 2017).

Long term perspective

Career planning should have a long-term perspective that aims to support the
person as their needs and aspirations change over time and they mature.

Transition programs/activities that work
There are a number of examples of innovative transition programs that have demonstrated effectiveness in
improving pathways for young people with disability to good quality vocationally oriented post school options. These
include:
•

Ticket to Work

•

Project SEARCH
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1. TICKET TO WORK
Ticket to Work is a national program of the National Disability Services, Australia, that supports networks of
partners in local regions who work to provide opportunities for young people with disability to build
employability while they are at school (mainstream or special schools) (ARTD Consultants, 2019). Partners
include schools, Disability Employment Services, TAFE/RTOs, employers, disability services and others, who
work together to provide young people with access to career development, workplace preparation, work
experience, vocational skills and Australian School Based Apprenticeships and Traineeships (ASbATs).
Essentially each Local Network supports young people with disability to participate in the same ‘typical’
transition to employment activities that their non-disabled peers generally partake in (Wakeford & Waugh,
2014, p. 6).
Ticket to Work includes a range of career and employment development activities conducted in school:
• Vocational Education and Training at secondary school
• Australian School based Apprenticeships and Traineeships (ASbAT)
• Work experience/placement
• Career development through customised employment techniques
• After school work
• Self-employment during secondary school (microbusiness) (ARTD Consultants, 2019, p. 8).
Ticket to Work participants (around 53% of those being young people with intellectual disability) have been
supported to undertake the majority of their vocational training ‘on the job’ as much as possible
“demonstrating competency by actually undertaking tasks in the workplace setting” which leads to better
employment outcomes for young people with intellectual disability (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 23).
Two evaluations of Ticket to Work have evidenced that it is a successful transition model, with participants
being more likely to be employed (64%) than the comparison group (33%), as well as be more likely to
complete year 12, undertake post-secondary education, be more socially active and more independent (ARTD
Consultants, 2019).

2. PROJECT SEARCH
The Project SEARCH Transition-to-Work Program originated in the United States with a primary target of
assisting young people with intellectual disability. It is a “business-led, one-year employment preparation
program that takes place entirely at the workplace” (Project SEARCH, n.d.) combining classroom-based training
(onsite in the workplace), career exploration, and a range of work experience through worksite rotations. In the
original model in the US, students in the last year of secondary school rotate through three different
internships of 10-12 weeks each. The focus is on intensive on-the-job training supplemented by classroom
learning (Wehman et al., 2018). Project SEARCH has been widely evaluated and achieves on average
employment rates of 83% (Christensen & Richardson, 2017). The model has been extended to multiple
countries including the UK, where it is part of a “supported internship” approach. These programs are “based
mainly on employers' premises, with some time in college or a classroom in the workplace. Support throughout
the study programme is provided to both the young person and the employer through a Job Coach” (Preparing
for Adulthood, n.d.). Project SEARCH or ‘supported internships’ for young people with intellectual disability
have been running in the UK for approximately 8 years with significant employment results (Brine & Kiernan,
n.d.).
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a) a) Integrated Practical Placement (IPP) program
A similar program, adapting the Project Search model, has been run in Australia. The Integrated Practical
Placement (IPP) program has been run twice by the Royal Children’s Hospital Melbourne and Holmesglen
(TAFE) in 2018 and 2019 for 10-12 students with ‘learning disability’ undertaking Certificate 1 in Work
Education (WISE Employment, n.d.). Students completed three nine-week placements within the hospital
during the year including in the areas of human resources, medical records, allied health, volunteer and family
services, the early learning centre, kitchen, mailroom and equipment departments (Holmesglen, n.d.). An
independent evaluation found that 80% of students of IPP attained paid employment or paid traineeships
compared to 35% who completed the Certificate in the usual TAFE setting without being part of the IPP
program. IPP participants also experienced other outcomes such as increased confidence, independence and
maturity (White et al., 2019). Recommendations of the evaluation suggest that this ‘gold standard’ program is
suited to large scale employers of 3000 of more which afford a variety of placement opportunities for students
(White et al., 2019).
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Evidence piece 7:
The role of vocational
education and training in
employment and other
outcomes for people with
intellectual disability
The right to post-secondary education
Australia is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006),
and has agreed to implement these rights in Australia. The UNCRPD, Article 24, affirms the right of people with
disability to “access general tertiary education, vocational training, adult education and lifelong learning
without discrimination and on an equal basis with others.” Various Australian Government policy and
legislation echoes this right including the Australian Disability Standards for Education (Department of
Education, Skills and Employment, 2005) which supply “a framework to ensure that students with disability are
able to access and participate in education on the same basis as other students” (Department of Education and
Training, 2015, p. 1).

What are the post-secondary education options?
There are two main post-school education options in Australia: tertiary or university level education, and
vocational education and training (VET) often known as TAFE. However, it is important to note that while these
are called ‘post-secondary’, there are opportunities to commence some of these options whilst still
undertaking secondary education in mainstream or special schools.
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Vocational Education and Training
Australia’s Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector is based on a partnership between governments,
industry and other stakeholders. “The VET system provides training for entry level jobs through to highly
technical occupations, but also provides training for non-employment related reasons” (Productivity
Commission, 2020b, p. 5.1). VET provides practical skills and knowledge for a wide range of careers including
trades, office work, hospitality, technology, health and community services and logistics. VET qualifications are
provided by registered training organisations (RTOs) which include government institutions called Technical
and Further Education (TAFE) institutions, as well as private institutions (Australian Trade and Investment
Commission, 2016, p. 26), including many Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs).
VET is open to a wide range of applicants including those entering the workforce for the first time, re-entering
the workforce, upgrading work skills for an existing job, or retraining for new work. Students can choose to
undertake a single subject/unit of competency, module, skill set or VET qualification from Certificate level I to
Graduate Diploma level (Productivity Commission, 2020b). These include:
•

Full apprenticeships and traineeships or partial/selected units of competence to upgrade skills;

•

Certificates I and II for literacy, numeracy, life skills, communication, foundation occupation & trade
skills;

•

Certificates III and IV for industry specific training for particular occupations;

• Diplomas and Advanced Diplomas for advanced industry skills and pathways to higher education.
In addition, VET is available in secondary schools through the “VET in schools” program (Productivity
Commission, 2020a).

The problem – the low rates of post-secondary education for
people with intellectual disability
Young adults with intellectual disability often share the same aspirations as other students without disabilities
about attending post-secondary education and gaining skills needed to obtain employment (Carnevale et al.,
2010, cited in Wehman et al., 2018). However, the expectation for students with intellectual disability to attend
university/college1 and other forms of post-secondary education has not been adequately appreciated by
families and many relevant professionals (Butler et al., 2016).
This lack of knowledge of the advantages of post-secondary education for people with intellectual disability
contributes to low numbers of enrolments. Despite its impact on later opportunities, people with intellectual
disability are far less likely than their age peers without disability to move into post-secondary education – both
internationally and in Australia (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008; Davies & Beamish, 2009;
Stanwick, Forrest, & Skujins, 2017). While there is no recent data, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
found that based on 2003 data, the proportion of 20-24 year olds with intellectual disability who participated in

1 Some of the studies referenced throughout are based on research in the US and tend to use the term ‘college’. While
there are distinctions in relation to course structures, ‘college’ and ‘university’ are frequently interchangeable and
simply refer to education at the tertiary level.
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post school education was approximately 9%, while for those over 25 years it was less than 5% (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008).
For youth with intellectual disability, there is a large disparity in education and employment outcomes. A
significant body of evidence from the United States shows that among all disability groups, youth (aged 16-26)
with intellectual disability have lower rates of preparation for work after high school and lower rates of
postsecondary education participation (Miller et al., 2019). Further, when students do attend post-secondary
education, retention of students to degree completion remains a widespread issue (Wehman et al., 2018).

Outcomes of Vocational Education and Training (VET)
Studies both in Australia and internationally have been able to identity a number of benefits of VET for people
with disability, including those with intellectual disability.
•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•

VET is a way of improving employment prospects for people with a disability (Cocks et al., 2013; Cavanagh
et al., 2019; Southward & Kyzar, 2017). In Australia, 73.7% of students with disability who graduated from
VET programs in 2018 were employed or continued to further study. 45.5% of graduates from VET in 2018
who had a disability improved their employment status as a result of their VET studies. This includes getting
a job when they previously did not have one, or getting a job benefit such as being promoted to a higher
skill level job (Productivity Commission, 2020b). An Australian study found that completing a VET
qualification increases the chances of employment and improves the chances of continuous job tenure two
to three years after completion, and that completing a VET qualification may indicate to employers that
their disability does not affect their ability, motivation and commitment to perform employment and
general tasks (Cavanagh et al., 2019).
Positive economic outcomes are achieved through participating in apprenticeships and traineeships for
people with a disability evident in rates of income comparable to similarly aged Australians without
disability (Cocks et al., 2013).
Productivity improvement may be achieved following a VET program to enable people with a disability to
meet their job tasks (Polidano & Mavromaras, 2011).

Developing new skills including teamwork skills and the developing of skills in handling different
situations, while fostering a professionalism and work ethic (Southward and Kyzar, 2017).
The retraining of learned skills and abilities for people with intellectual disability can be done though a
VET Program (Cavanagh et al., 2019).
The confidence of people with intellectual disability can be increased by undertaking VET and
employment (Cavanagh et al., 2019).
Vocational training has improved the quality of life of people with intellectual disability and enhanced
a life more compatible with their wishes and needs (Gomes-Machado et al., 2016).
Social benefits for people with disability in participating in apprenticeships and traineeships were
identified by Cocks and Thoresen (2013) in their longitudinal study into social and economic outcomes
for apprenticeship and traineeship graduates with disabilities: As summarised by Wakeford and Waugh
(2014), “social outcomes included formal memberships of community groups and clubs as well as
informal relationships with friends and acquaintances in the workplace” (pp. 24-25). Gomes-Machado
et al. (2016) evidenced “an expansion of sociability through interpersonal relations with colleagues” (p.
38).
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Ingredients of success: VET for people with intellectual disability
While programs vary, studies have been able to identify some of the components of VET that lead to positive
outcomes for people with disability – including intellectual disability.
•

•

•
•

VET or VETis (VET in schools) which include some form of work-based training such as apprenticeships and
traineeships are strong vocational pathways with good employment outcomes for young people with
disability (Cocks et al., 2013). Wakeford and Waugh (2014) note that this may be “because of the
employment or on-the-job relationship embedded in the apprenticeship and traineeship models. …
Likewise, training that involves practical experience in the workplace is more likely to lead to employment
for young people with a disability” (p. 23).
Observation and feedback of/to people with intellectual disability to develop their skills has been identified
in studies as the key to vocational training (Gomes-Machado et al., 2016, p. 33). Observers play a crucial role
in providing insights and feedback for primary participants about the actions undertaken (Rantatalo et al.,
2019).
An Australian study outlined the value of social support in assisting people with disability to successfully
complete vocational education (Polidano & Mavromaras, 2011).
The development of self-determination skills that enhance the ability to make decisions regarding the
questions that affect one’s life and to act on the basis of these choices, should be a key focus of the
vocational training process. Training must reinforce the activities that develop autonomy and minimise
gradually the need for assistance and support in the work environment (Gomes-Machado et al., 2016).
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Evidence piece 8:
The role of University
education in employment
and other outcomes for
people with intellectual
disability
The right to post-secondary education
Australia is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006),
and has agreed to implement these rights in Australia. The UNCRPD, Article 24, affirms the right of people with
disability to “access general tertiary education, vocational training, adult education and lifelong learning
without discrimination and on an equal basis with others.” Various Australian Government policy and
legislation echoes this right including the Australian Disability Standards for Education (Department of
Education, Skills and Employment, 2005) which supply “a framework to ensure that students with disability are
able to access and participate in education on the same basis as other students” (Department of Education and
Training, 2015, p. 1).

What are the post-secondary education options?
There are two main post-school education options in Australia: tertiary or university level education, and
vocational education and training (VET) often known as TAFE. However, it is important to note that while these
are called ‘post-secondary’, there are opportunities to commence some of these options whilst still
undertaking secondary education in mainstream or special schools.
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Universities and higher education providers
Australia’s higher education system is made up of universities and higher education providers. There are 125
registered higher education providers in Australia, including 43 universities with over one million enrolled
students (Australian Trade and Investment Commission, 2016, p. 27).
Higher education is open to those over 17 years of age and admission requirements are variable by
State/Territory and course. In Victoria they include:
•

•
•

satisfactory completion of an Australian or overseas Year 12 program (for example VCE, IB, HSC, or
equivalents from interstate or overseas). This includes the satisfactory completion of the VCE and Units
3 and 4 of one of the following English studies: English, English as an Additional Language, Literature or
English Language.
some higher education providers will consider senior secondary qualifications like Senior VCAL.
completion of any part of a tertiary qualification at Certificate IV level or higher. For example,
Certificate IV, Diploma, Advanced Diploma, Associate Degree and Degree studies, or overseas
equivalents (Victorian Tertiary Admissions Centre, n.d.).

The problem – the low rates of post-secondary education for
people with intellectual disability
Young adults with intellectual disability often share the same aspirations as other students without disabilities
about attending post-secondary education and gaining skills needed to obtain employment (Carnevale et al.,
2010, cited in Wehman et al., 2018). However, the expectation for students with intellectual disability to attend
university/college2 and other forms of post-secondary education has not been adequately appreciated by
families and many relevant professionals (Butler et al., 2016).
This lack of knowledge of the advantages of post-secondary education for people with intellectual disability
contributes to low numbers of enrolments. Despite its impact on later opportunities, people with intellectual
disability are far less likely than their age peers without disability to move into post-secondary education – both
internationally and in Australia (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008; Davies & Beamish, 2009;
Stanwick, Forrest, & Skujins, 2017). While there is no recent data, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
found that based on 2003 data, the proportion of 20-24 years olds with intellectual disability who participated
in post school education was approximately 9%, while for those over 25 years it was less than 5% (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008).
For youth with intellectual disability, there is a large disparity in education and employment outcomes. A
significant body of evidence from the United States shows that among all disability groups, youth (aged 16-26)
with intellectual disability have lower rates of preparation for work after high school and lower rates of postsecondary education participation (Miller et al., 2019). Further, when students do attend post-secondary
education, retention of students to degree completion remains a widespread issue (Wehman et al., 2018).

2 Some of the studies referenced throughout are based on research in the US and tend to use the term ‘college’. While
there are distinctions in relation to course structures, ‘college’ and ‘university’ are frequently interchangeable and
simply refer to education at the tertiary level.
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Outcomes of University Education
A range of studies have demonstrated the benefits of a university education. While the components of the
education will vary across programs the evidence indicates a consistent range of outcomes:
•

Persons with and without disabilities who have undertaken post-secondary education experience
higher rates of employment and income. Data over a range of studies, particularly in the U.S., Canada
and the U.K., demonstrates the pattern of increased employment for individuals with intellectual
disability who attended university programs (Moore & Schelling, 2015). Education offers a variety of
advantages for individuals, with more education resulting in higher rates of employment, regardless of
disability (Smith et al., 2012; Butler et al., 2016).

•

In studies in the US, employees with intellectual disability who have post-secondary educational
experience work more hours and earn higher wages across a wider range of occupations than youth
with less education (Wehman et al., 2018; Grigal et al., 2011).

•

Through inclusive academic coursework and continual opportunities for social involvement on campus,
US college students with intellectual disability learn skills needed for employment success as well as
communication and self-advocacy skills (Wehman et al., 2018; Rillotta et al., 2020).

•

The building of social capital occurs through involvement in co-curricular activities. Students with
intellectual disability enrolled in US colleges experience college life alongside their peers, meet new
people and form friendships (Uditsky & Hughson, 2008; Rillotta et al., 2020).

•

Those attending education while undertaking independent living learn and practise independent living
skills – e.g. cooking, cleaning, shopping, paying bills (Ryan et al., 2019).

•

University participation leads to positive academic outcomes and accomplishment of personally set
goals (Miller et al., 2019; Uditsky & Hughson, 2012).

•

University participation enables the building of self esteem, self confidence and independence in a
context where young people with intellectual disability see themselves as similar to their peers without
disability (Rillotta et al., 2020).

Ingredients of success: University education for people with
intellectual disability
Around the world, there is an increase in targeted post-secondary education programs that have been
specifically designed to foster inclusion of people with disability in university education. These programs have
been designed to allow young adults with disabilities to gain “academic, social, employment, self‐
determination and independent living skills” (Francis et al., 2018, p. 278).
As outlined above, research has evidenced positive outcomes of these programs targeting people with
disability including increased employment and independent living skills (Francis et al., 2018). Research has also
identified some of the key components of these programs for people with intellectual disabilities. Without
these components, students’ experiences can be less positive, especially where they have inadequate support,
are subject to low expectations, and experience non-inclusive practices on campus (Rillotta et al., 2020).
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According to a study by Uditsky and Hughson (2012), authentic student experience unfolds in at least ﬁve
contexts that weave together to encourage belonging, learning, identity, and contribution:
1. “Academic: Students pursue a coherent program of study in course-related activities that develop
their capacities.
2. Social: Students make friends, connect with social networks, and pursue a social life in company with
fellow students.
3. Associational: Students join and participate in organisations that reﬂect their interests and concerns.
4. Employment: Students explore their options for work through internships, career guidance, and parttime and summer jobs.
5. Family: Students assume a new place in their families as their competence, conﬁdence, and
autonomy grow and new possibilities emerge” (pp. 299-300).
There must be conscious, systematic, creative, collaborative efforts to minimise the differences that can pull
students away from these typical and valued pathways (O’Brien et al., 2009; Uditsky & Hughson, 2008).
Further key components of university/college programs identified as important for the experience of young
people with disability include:
•

Provision of extra instruction, academic support and coaching (Grigal et al., 2012; Moore & Schelling,
2015; Thoma et al. 2011; Ryan et al., 2019).

•

Career-related preparation including:
o

career discovery practices to identify the unique strengths and interests of individual students
(Scheef, 2019)

o

vocational experience through networking and internship/job placement (Gilson & Carter,
2016; Skellern & Astbury, 2014; Ryan et al., 2019)

o

employment officers and job coaches to support students in accessing employment
opportunities (Skellern & Astbury, 2014 Ryan et al., 2019)

o

open days and job shops (Skellern & Astbury, 2014 Scheef, 2019).

•

Access to support to meet daily mental and physical needs, such as via classmates and personal carers
(Uditsky & Hughson 2012).

•

Scholarships and grants availability to students and families who do not have the ﬁnancial resources to
cover these costs (Uditsky & Hughson 2012).

•

Flexibility in the schedules of students and staff (Scheef, 2019).
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Programs and Evidence
There are three main models of university education for people with disability:
1. Fully inclusive models (with individual support):
Students with intellectual disability attend mainstream college courses, including certificate or degree
programs (for audit or credit), participate in mainstream on campus social activities and may engage in
career and employment related activities.
2. Mixed or hybrid models:
Students with intellectual disability can attend mainstream academic classes (for audit or credit) and/or
social activities on campus, while also participating in life skills or transition classes with other students
with disabilities.
3. Substantially separate or segregated models:
Students with intellectual disability only attend classes with other students with disabilities (i.e. life
skills or transition programs). Career development and work experience may be included (Rillotta et al.,
2020).
Since 2008, the United States has been implementing Transition and Post-Secondary (university/college)
programs for students with intellectual disabilities, using inclusive and hybrid models:
What we know thus far from the relatively recent emergence of these postsecondary educational
programs is that college experiences provide a viable and unique pathway to CIE [competitive
integrated employment] … and that participation in postsecondary education significantly increases the
odds of successful employment for students with IDD [intellectual and developmental disability]
(Wehman et al., 2018, p. 137)
The ‘Think College’ project in the United States has been operating since 2010 and promotes the inclusion of
people with intellectual disability in college based programs. Higher education colleges receive funding to
create, expand or enhance higher education programs to include students with intellectual disability (Grigal et
al., 2019), utilising all three models above. In 2018, 57 colleges and universities across the US participated with
981 students with intellectual disability enrolled (89% between 18-25 years, though ages ranged to 45 years of
age). Programs include enrolment in mainstream higher education courses (58% of enrolments are in these) as
well as specialised programs (usually related to life, social and career skills) open only to students with
intellectual disability (Grigal et al., 2019). Students selected different types of credentials from their
experience: 29% of students with intellectual disability enrolled in standard courses; 28% enrolled in non
assessed courses, and 34% had a special credential created as part of the Think College program. In 2018-2019,
37% of students had paid employment while they studied, with this figure increasing to 57% when also
including those in paid work-based experience programs. 52% of students had a paid job at or within 90 days of
exiting the program, and 64% of past graduates had a paid job one year after exit. This outcome data is
compelling when compared with the national employment average of 18% of people with intellectual disability
in the US (Grigal et al., 2019).
Research on similar programs in the US where students with intellectual disability experience inclusive higher
education reports that such programs show a rate of employment for completing students that exceeds 70%
(Uditsky & Hughson, 2012).
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In Australia, there are two inclusive programs for students with intellectual disability in universities: ‘Up the Hill
project’ at Flinders University and the ‘Uni 2 beyond’ project at University of Sydney.

1. AUSTRALIA: UNI 2 BEYOND
The ‘Uni 2 beyond’ program at University of Sydney, established in 2012, enables students with intellectual
disabilities to take one to two units of study with no assessment. The program is based on evidence that:
A successful university experience can be measured in many ways apart from grades, including
increased learning, independence, self-determination, and positive social experiences (Centre for
Disability Studies, 2016).
Students are paired with peer mentors and have access to one to one tutoring as well as facilitated social
inclusion supports to engage in campus activities and internship opportunities (Centre for Disability Studies,
n.d.).

2. AUSTRALIA: UP THE HILL
The Flinders University (n.d.) ‘Up the Hill’ program has been running since 1999 and operates using a similar
model where students with disability select areas of study to attend but are not assessed. A certificate of
recognition is awarded on completion of six academic semesters (3 years) as part of standard graduation
ceremonies. Participating students have ranged in age from 19-66 years.
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Evidence piece 9:
The value of work-based
learning for people with
intellectual disability
What is work-based learning and does it have results?
Work-based learning is a combination of two proven strategies for increasing employment of people
with disability: Work experience and vocational training. Essentially it is:
placement [in a job or work experience] accompanied with supported training in a real world
context (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 18).
Work-based learning has been shown to have results for people with intellectual disability who learn
well in situ (Crawford, 2011; Wehman et al., 2018; Lewis et al., 2011a), given that, for people with
intellectual disability:
transfer of training from one setting (e.g., classroom) to another setting (e.g., workplace)
is a particular impediment because of difficulties in generalisation of skills (Lewis et al.,
2011a. p. 108).
Various researchers have argued that work-based learning, or ‘place then train’, is preferable to, and
more successful than, the ‘train then place’ model, which is based on the idea that job seekers have
to slowly acquire skills through a sequence of preparatory then vocational courses and prove their
work ‘readiness’ (Cocks & Thorensen, 2013). As argued by some researchers, the work-based
training model (or place then train)
is particularly useful for those with autism and intellectual disability where generic skills
development is not easily transferred from the classroom and into the workplace. Many
young people with intellectual disability can struggle with classroom-based vocational
training, and learn better through practical, hands-on experience. With this in mind,
resources can be better utilised by training the person in the specific role, for a specific
employer and on-the-job; rather than spending years ‘waiting’ for someone to becoming
‘work ready’ (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 18).
An Australian study has found that people with disability who undertook part or all of an
apprenticeship or traineeship experienced higher levels of employment, wages and job durability
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than a similar cohort of people with disability who did not commence traineeships or
apprenticeships but started a first job (Lewis et al., 2011a).
It is not only vocational skills that are able to be built using a place-then-train approach. Evidence
from school to work transition programs has also shown that the opportunity to engage in direct,
hands on, work placement experience while in secondary school also builds a range of work-related,
non vocational skills, or ‘soft skills’, such as greeting co-workers and workplace communication, that
are a factor in gaining open employment and to being successful once in the workplace (Wehman et
al., 2018).

Ingredients to support work-based training
A small set of Australian research has identified a range of ingredients that support successful workbased training models. Ingredients include:
Provide “sufficient and appropriate support to adjust the inhibiting structures in the physical
and social environment”
• Form “partnerships with disability employment services, which specialise in providing onthe-job support for workers with disabilities”
• Form partnerships with “group training organisations, which specialise in employing
apprentices and trainees through host employers” (Cocks & Thorensen, 2013, p. 12).
The most significant ingredient to success has been identified as:
•

supportive and understanding individuals or agencies willing to provide flexible,
individualised support tailored to the individuals’ needs… [such as] emotional and practical
support …[in] training and workplace environments. Support came from friends and family,
supervisors and co-workers, disability employment services, group training organisations
and other employers/host employers, TAFE or other registered training organisations and
disability liaison officers in TAFE or other organisations, assessors and trainers (Cocks
&Thorensen, 2013, p. 12).

Common work-based training models
1. SCHOOL TO WORK TRANSITION PROGRAMS
b) Australian School Based Apprenticeship and Traineeship (known as SBAT, ASbAT or ASBA)
ASbATs enable young people to undertake part time paid employment and training in an
apprenticeship or traineeship while they are still in secondary school (usually years 11 and 12). There
is evidence to suggest that people with disability complete apprenticeships and traineeships at only
slightly lower rates than their peers without disability (Ball & John, 2005; Lewis et al., 2011a), though
it should be noted that completion rates overall are not good (Cocks & Thorensen, 2013).
Apprenticeships and traineeships have been shown to be beneficial pathways for people with
disabilities, particularly for people with intellectual and learning disabilities (Lewis et al., 2011a,
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2011b) for obtaining qualifications and employment as they combine training and education
with practical work (Cocks & Thorensen, 2013, p. 7).
c) Ticket to Work
Ticket to Work is a national program of the National Disability Services, Australia, that supports
networks of partners in local regions who work to provide opportunities for young people with
disability to build employability while they are at school (mainstream or special schools) (ARTD
Consultants, 2019). Partners include schools, Disability Employment Services, TAFE/RTOs, employers,
disability services and others, who
work together to provide young people with access to career development, workplace
preparation, work experience, vocational skills and Australian School Based Apprenticeships and
Traineeships (ASbATs). Essentially each Local Network supports young people with disability to
participate in the same ‘typical’ transition to employment activities that their non-disabled peers
generally partake in (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 6).
Ticket to Work includes a range of career and employment development activities conducted in
school:
• Vocational Education and Training at secondary school
• Australian School based Apprenticeships and Traineeships (ASbAT)
• Work experience/placement
• Career development through customised employment techniques
• After school work
• Self-employment during secondary school (microbusiness) (ARTD Consultants, 2019, p. 8).
Ticket to Work participants (around 53% of those being young people with intellectual disability)
have been supported to undertake the majority of their vocational training ‘on the job’ as much as
possible “demonstrating competency by actually undertaking tasks in the workplace setting” which
leads to better employment outcomes for young people with intellectual disability (Wakeford &
Waugh, 2014, p. 23).
Two evaluations of Ticket to Work have evidenced that it is a successful model, with participants
being more likely to be employed (64%) than the comparison group (33%), as well as be more likely
to complete year 12, undertake post-secondary education, be more socially active and more
independent (ARTD Consultants, 2019).

2. INTERNSHIPS
Internship models that provide specialised support and skill development for people with intellectual
disability have been shown to lead to open employment (Wehman et al., 2018). There are several
internship models in Australia, that have evidenced outcomes for people with intellectual disability.
Some are described below.
a) Project SEARCH
The Project SEARCH Transition-to-Work Program originated in the United States with a primary
target of assisting young people with intellectual disability. It is a “business-led, one-year
employment preparation program that takes place entirely at the workplace” (Project SEARCH, n.d.)
combining classroom-based training (onsite in the workplace), career exploration, and a range of
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work experience through worksite rotations. In the original model in the US, students in the last year
of secondary school rotate through three different internships of 10-12 weeks each. The focus is on
intensive on-the-job training supplemented by classroom learning (Wehman et al., 2018). Project
SEARCH has been widely evaluated and achieves on average employment rates of 83% (Christensen
& Richardson, 2017). The model has been extended to multiple countries including the UK, where it
is part of a “supported internship” approach. These programs are “based mainly on employers'
premises, with some time in college or a classroom in the workplace. Support throughout the study
programme is provided to both the young person and the employer through a Job Coach” (Preparing
for Adulthood, n.d.). Project SEARCH or ‘supported internships’ for young people with intellectual
disability have been running in the UK for approximately 8 years with significant employment results
(Brine & Kiernan, n.d.).
b) The Integrated Practical Placement (IPP) program
A similar program, adapting the Project Search model, has been run in Australia. The Integrated
Practical Placement (IPP) program has been run twice by the Royal Children’s Hospital Melbourne
and Holmesglen (TAFE) in 2018 and 2019 for 10-12 students with ‘learning disability’ undertaking
Certificate 1 in Work Education (WISE Employment, n.d.). Students completed three nine-week
placements within the hospital during the year including in the areas of human resources, medical
records, allied health, volunteer and family services, the early learning centre, kitchen, mailroom and
equipment departments (Holmesglen, n.d.). An independent evaluation found that 80% of students
of IPP attained paid employment or paid traineeships compared to 35% who completed the
Certificate in the usual TAFE setting without being part of the IPP program. IPP participants also
experienced other outcomes such as increased confidence, independence and maturity (White et al.,
2019). Recommendations of the evaluation suggest that this ‘gold standard’ program is suited to
large scale employers of 3000 of more which afford a variety of placement opportunities for
students (White et al., 2019).
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Evidence piece 10:
Work experience as a
predictor of employment
for people with
intellectual disability
What is work experience?
Work experience can be any direct exposure to the world of work. Young people often associate it
with the structured 1-2 weeks of placement in a work environment that typically occurs in Australia
as part of the year 9 or 10 curriculum in secondary schools.
However, work experience includes a wide range of things such as:
• job tours and visits to workplaces
• job shadow days
• short or ongoing work experience placements
• internships
• volunteering
• casual, part time or full-time work.
Work experience can be paid or unpaid.

What are the outcomes of work experience?
Work experience is a major way that individuals, including people with intellectual disability, learn
about the world of work and build relevant skills and confidence. Internationally, work experience
while in secondary school, or post-secondary education, has consistently been found to be a
predictor of post-secondary employment for students with disability (Test et al., 2009; Wehman et
al., 2014; Wehman et al., 2018). Australian research also shows that:
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young people with disability benefit from frequent and continuous exposure to real work
environments throughout the secondary school years and beyond (Wakeford & Waugh,
2014, p. 8).
Work experience in general, and especially during school years, is a strong predictor of later
employment for people with intellectual disability (Molfenter et al., 2017; Petcu et al., 2015; Scheef
et al., 2018; Wehman et al., 2018; Joshi et al., 2012; Southward & Kyzar, 2017). A number of studies
found that paid work experience, while attending secondary school, more than doubles postsecondary open employment outcomes for people with intellectual disabilities (Southward & Kyzar,
2017).
Evidence from overseas and Australia indicates that connecting a young person with the
world of work before they leave school greatly improves their chances of securing ongoing
employment. … most people with intellectual disabilities who are currently employed, had
their first job before turning 21, indicating that early intervention and school to work support
are key (ARTD Consultants, 2019, p. 4).
… the most consistent predictors of post school employment success has [sic] been
community-based work experience while young people are still in high school, particularly
paid jobs - where students are integrated into authentic workplaces alongside co-workers
without disabilities (Luecking, 2009, quoted in Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 8).
Having a paid working experience prior to exiting high school is the number one predictor
for youth with intellectual disabilities pursuing CIE [competitive integrated employment]
after graduation (Wehman et al., 2018. p. 140).
One American study (Joshi et al., 2012) found that work experience, as a major predictor of post
school employment, also applied to young people with mild intellectual disability who were
students in special education settings. These students “were 5.704 times as likely to ever engage in
employment after school if they engaged in paid-employment experiences while in school” (Joshi et
al., 2012, p. 104).
Work experience has many benefits for people with intellectual disability. It:
1) Supports the learning of people with intellectual disability about what they can do and
builds confidence;
2) Enables families and other supporters (such as teachers and job coaches) to see what is
possible for the person;
3) Is a good way to gather information about a person that can be used to build their
Vocational Profile;
4) Is a safe way for potential employers to be introduced to a person with intellectual
disability (Crosbie et al., 2019, p. 38).
Work experience is also valuable for older people with intellectual disability, even after they have
left school. One Australian study of people with intellectual disability found that work experience
was the most common preparatory activity that led to employment for the older adults they
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interviewed. Work experience was found to provide connections and experience that resulted in
future work, frequently with the same employer who had offered work experience (Meltzer et al.,
2016). The research included multiple case studies of mature aged people with intellectual
disability and the outcomes of their work experience, for example:
I started work experience here and then I started working here (25-year-old man, regional,
working in a social enterprise plant nursery).
That’s when I came here for work experience. After that I got the job (34-year-old woman,
regional, working in a social enterprise plant nursery) (Meltzer et al., 2016, p. 20).
In a study of students with intellectual disability attending post-secondary education in the US
(in Universities and colleges), students identified that paid on-the-job training was “one of the
most important aspects of vocational training that allows them to be much better prepared for
attaining successful post-graduation employment” (Petcu et al., 2015, p. 367).

The problem
However, in general, there are fewer opportunities available for people with disability to gain work
experience (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014). People with disability often miss out on early opportunities
to gain paid or unpaid work experience, for example, when they are at school (ARTD Consultants,
2019; Carter et al., 2017; Honey et al., 2014; Luecking & Luecking, 2006), and many people with
intellectual disability have had little or no work experience by the time they finish school (ARTD
Consultants, 2019; Brown et al., 2018). One Queensland study of students with intellectual
disability found that nearly one third of students had not received work experience whilst in school
(Davies & Beamish, 2009).

Lack of access to work experience for people with intellectual disability is particularly critical. Given that
many people with intellectual disability learn well while ‘doing’ or in situ (Crawford, 2011), lack of access
to work experience means they lack opportunities to learn skills relevant to work, and to build their
knowledge of workplaces and of their own interests (ARTD Consultants, 2019; Lee et al., 2019).

What works as a solution?
1. Get work experience early, before leaving secondary school (Molfenter et al., 2017; Wakeford
& Waugh, 2014).
2. Regardless of age or stage of life, explore a wide range of work experience options.
3. Expand work experience opportunities by getting tailored support. Support can include:
a. Discovery and Vocational Profiling. This is a “person-centered exploration of an
individual’s strengths, preferences, interests, and needs” (Wehman et al., 2018, p.
134). This might involve vocational assessments as well as discussions with the
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person, their family and friends. It is a standard feature of the customised
employment approach (Wehman et al., 2018).
b. The provision of onsite supports to maximise opportunities for success (for
example, on-site training, job coaching, customisation of job tasks, personal care
support, travel training, assistive technology etc.) (Petcu et al., 2015; Scheef, 2019).
c. Programs that incorporate work experience into the final years of school,
vocational training or tertiary education. These models show positive employment
outcomes for participants (ARTD Consultants, 2019; Lee et al., 2019; White et al.,
2019; Wakeford & Waugh, 2014; Molfenter et al., 2017; Petcu et al., 2015). For
example: Ticket to Work (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014), and the Integrated Practical
Placement Program (IPP) (White et al., 2019).
4. Utilise social networks to unearth opportunities for work experience. Social capital (that is, the
personal and professional networks) of those in the job-seeker’s life) is a critical component of
success in fostering employment. Many people with intellectual disability rely on the social
networks of family and friends to link to employment opportunities (Southward & Kyzar, 2017;
Meltzer et al., 2016; Inge et al., 2018).Work-related circles of support have been used to
generate possible work experience opportunities for people with intellectual disability (Burke &
Ball, n.d.; Spagnolo et al., 2017).
5. Build relationships with employers through negotiation around mutually beneficial job roles,
seeking feedback, engaging employers into the school or post-secondary education program,
utilising existing employer networks, provide training to employers about how to work with
people with disability (Scheef, 2019).
6. Utilise a range of funding sources (for example, from the school, from individualised funding) to
‘braid’ funding together to support early work experiences (Molfenter et al., 2017).
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Evidence piece 11:
Individual placement and
support (IPS) for people
with intellectual disability
What is Individual placement and support (IPS)
Individual Placement and Support (IPS) is a variant of the model of supported employment that has
evolved since the 1980s. Unlike Customised Employment, it has a focus on rapid movement into
employment, coupled with support to address personal barriers and the ongoing provision of
support in the workplace (Lawlor & Perkins, 2009). IPS has been primarily and extensively used with
people with serious mental illness e.g., schizophrenia spectrum disorder, bipolar, depression, and
has assisted “people living with behavioral health conditions work at regular jobs of their choosing”
(IPS Employment Centre, n.d.).
IPS is an evidence-based model of supported employment for people with serious mental
illness (Becker et al., 2011; Mar-shall et al., 2014). The core principles of IPS include rapid
job search, integration of mental health and employment services, attention to client
preferences, and individualised job searches and supports … IPS helps clients to obtain and
maintain competitive jobs of their choice without long periods of assessment, training, or
internships (McLaren et al., 2017, p. 366)
IPS has also been used successfully with a range of other groups including a small number of
examples with people with intellectual disability (Bond, 2020).
IPS has a strong evidence base that has established the key ingredients needed to make it effective.
These have been identified as the 8 Principles of IPS (IPS Employment Center, n.d.):
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IPS is based on the following elements:
Name

Description

1. Competitive
employment

Jobs anyone can apply for, pay at least minimum wage/same pay as
coworkers with similar duties, and have no artificial time limits imposed
by the social service agency.

2. Systematic job
development

Employment specialists systematically visit employers, who are selected
based on the job seeker’s preferences, to learn about their business needs
and hiring preferences.

3. Rapid job search

IPS programs use a rapid job search approach to help job seekers obtain
jobs rather than assessments, training, & counseling. The first face to face
contact with the employer occurs within 30 days.

4. Integrated
services
5. Benefits
planning

IPS programs are integrated with mental health treatment teams.

6. Zero Exclusion

People are not excluded on the basis of readiness, diagnoses, symptoms,
substance use history, psychiatric hospitalisations, homelessness, level of
disability, or legal system involvement.

7. Time un-limited
supports

Job supports are individualised and continue for as long as each worker
wants and needs the support. Employment Specialists have face to face
contact at least monthly.

8. Worker
preferences

IPS program services are based on each job seeker’s preferences and
choices rather than the employment specialist’s and supervisor’s
judgments.

Employment specialists help people obtain personalised, understandable,
and accurate information about their … government entitlements.

These principles have been tested and found to contribute to the overall effectiveness of IPS in
supporting people to gain and maintain open employment (Lawlor & Perkins, 2009). For example,
there is evidence to show that when ‘worker preferences’ are used to match the worker to the job,
that increased employment outcomes and job retention occurs (Lawlor & Perkins, 2009).
Interestingly, the element of ‘rapid job search’ has been shown to increase employment outcomes,
when compared to an alternate strategy of pre-vocational training as a pathway to employment
(for people with mental illness) (Lawlor & Perkins, 2009). Further, there is evidence that the
provision of ‘time un-limited support’ is also linked to outcomes (Lawlor & Perkins, 2009).

Outcomes
The Individual Placement and Support (IPS) model has a strong evidence base for people with
mental illness, achieving high quality outcomes (Becker et al., 2011; Bond et al., 2008; Smith et al.,
2017). Twenty-seven randomised control trials have been conducted on IPS between 1996 and
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2019, spanning multiple countries (most in the US and 3 in Australia) and over 6,000 people with
mental illness, which show significant increased employment outcomes for IPS for this cohort over
other interventions (Bond, 2020; Drake et al., 2019).
Outcomes have been evidenced in many studies and include:
• Increased earnings
• Increased job satisfaction
• More rapid employment placement (Bond, et al., 2012).
However, IPS has not been used extensively with people with intellectual disability, and there are
few studies that attest to its outcomes for this cohort. In a study of 280 young people (16-24 years)
with intellectual disability (55% of sample) or psychiatric disability in the US using IPS, researchers
reported an average employment rate of 36% as a result of IPS (Noel et al., 2017). In a study of
people with Autism Spectrum Disorder, the five participants experienced:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Increased employment
Increased earnings
Increased hygiene
Increased self-esteem
Increased social and family relationships
Increased self-confidence and independence (McLaren et al., 2017).

Key ingredients of success
The principles of IPS have been evidenced to be related to the outcomes of the program and a
Fidelity model is available to guide practice, based on the 8 principles outlined above.
In addition, in one study involving a large number of young people with intellectual disability,
recommendations were made to help overcome barriers to the success of IPS with this group.
These include:
“provide job coaching/training at the work site to overcome cognitive problems”
“provide concurrent social skills training while preserving the IPS rapid job search”
increasing “outreach to the youth and the youth’s family to prevent disengagement from
IPS” (including in relation to low expectations of families related to young people with
disability, and family’s concerns for the young person’s safety) (Noel et al., 2017, p. 357).
The IPS model relies on successfully identifying and providing support to overcome barriers to
employment. The above study also found that 36% of young people with intellectual disability
continued to experience problems with transportation after they found employment which also
affected the success of IPS (Noel et al., 2017).
•
•
•
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Evidence piece 12:
Customised employment
for people with
intellectual disability
What is customised employment?
Customised employment is part of a suite of approaches that provide supports to job seekers with
disability, and has been particularly designed for people with significant disability (Wehman et al.,
2018). Customised employment was developed in 2001 in the United States by the U.S. Department
of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy and has been used widely in the US since then and
extended to other parts of the world (Wehman et al., 2018).
Unlike traditional approaches to getting a job in the competitive labour market, it does not begin by
focusing on job vacancies but focuses on what the person with disability has to offer the labour
market (LEAD Center, 2015). Customised employment is targeted and pro-active and works with
both the job seeker and the employer to shape a job opportunity and a create a specific job
description to match the requirements of both (Wehman et al., 2018; Citron et al., 2008). It involves:
a well-defined discovery process … identifying the individual’s strengths, interests, and
preferences. The outcome of that process then drives the identification of employment
opportunities where unique job descriptions are created that match both the employer’s
and employee’s needs and interests (Wehman et al., 2018, p. 134)
Customised employment can include a range of strategies such as:
Job carving:

Crafting a job out of some elements or tasks of a job description, but not
all.

Job negotiation:

Combining tasks from multiple job descriptions within a business into a
new job description.

Job creation:

A new job description is created from unmet business needs identified
during discussions with the employer (usually led by an employment
specialist).
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Job sharing:

Two or more people sharing the same job.

Self-employment: Creation and operation of a self-owned business (or microenterprise) with
or without the help of paid (e.g., service agencies) or unpaid (e.g., family
members) support. (Adapted from Wehman et al., 2018, p. 135, and Citron
et al., 2008, p. 170).
Researchers from the United States explain that customised employment importantly focuses on
delivering a ‘win-win’ for both employee and employer:
Customized employment opportunities by definition are successful because there is a
specific match between the employer’s needs and the strengths, preferences, interests,
talents, and what works/doesn’t work for the individual with a disability that the employer
can, as part of his/her day-to-day business practices or with minimal reasonable
accommodations, provide (Ouimette & Rammler 2017, p. 334).

Common ingredients include:
The job-seeker’s interests, preferences, and talents drive the employment development
process, not the labour market;
• A negotiation of mutual benefit between the job-seeker and the employer;
• The provision of long-term workplace supports, such as workplace training and support, that
are not time limited;
• Long-term supports are tailored to the needs of the person and to the employer to ensure
ongoing employment is maintained (Inge et al., 2018; King & Waghorn, 2018; Luecking &
Luecking, 2006; Riesen et al., 2015; Smith, McVilly, Rhodes, & Pavlidis, 2018; Szoc & Harvey,
2009; Wehman et al., 2018).
Customised employment is typically a lengthy process to build an understanding of the individual
with disability and to build an appropriately matched job with an employer. Overall, the customised
employment process is resource intensive. One US study found that the mean duration from
commencement of the customised employment process (at step 1 Discovery) to job placement was
128 days (range = 11 to 374 days) (Luecking & Luecking, 2006), a time parameter broadly confirmed
by other studies in the US context.
•
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Steps in the customised employment process
The customised employment process relies on the support of a professional employment specialist
who guides and resources the steps of the process.

Step 1: ‘Discovery’ process:
The Discovery process is a “person-centered exploration of an individual’s strengths,
preferences, interests, and needs” (Wehman et al., 2018, p. 134). This might involve vocational
assessments as well as discussions with the person, their family and friends (Wehman et al.,
2018). The Discovery process:
guides job seekers through a process of finding out who they are, what they want to
do, and what they have to offer … [it] collects information about the job seeker’s
interests, skills, environmental preferences, employment goals, and other topics
related to the job seeker’s employment search, rather than outlining their deficits
(LEAD Center, 2015, p. 5).
Smith, McVilly, McGillivray, and Chan (2018) highlight that the Discovery process also
identifies and highlights the existing social capital the client can draw upon to make
their employment dream a reality, or identifies where such social capital needs to be
built as a first step towards realising their ambitions (p. 71).
Smith, McVilly, McGillivray, and Chan (2018) argue that this focus on illuminating the social
capital (information and networks) around the person with disability is a critical additional
feature of the Discovery process that enables the link into employment by unlocking the
supports and information that exist around the person.
The ‘Discovery’ process has been used since the mid 1980’s and so has significant practice
resources available to support it. The Discovery process typically involves:
•

Meet, plan with and observe the job seeker over a period of time and in different
locations/settings/environments. Physically meeting with the person in familiar and
unfamiliar environments enables observation of the person’s capacities in use and the
resources available to them. The process involves attending to what are the person’s goals
for employment and, because many people have not had the life experience to develop
these, also attending to their likes and dislikes;

•

Interview family, friends and other acquaintances to bring out interests and needs;

•

Synthesise observations about the job seeker at home and in the community; most
importantly through a discussion with the job seeker. Observation of the person in a range
of settings, for example doing volunteer work, in leisure activities, at home, in day services
or ADEs, in religious or cultural activities helps identify interests, particularly where a person
is unable to verbalise these;

•

With the job seeker, identify his/her interests and the businesses in the community that are
most strongly aligned with these interests. This might include organising visits to potential
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businesses to give the job seeker a concrete experience of the work environment and the
type of work proposed. In addition, this step is likely to involve having ‘informational
interviews’ (Inge et al., 2018) with employers to learn more about the types of jobs and the
industry in order to help shape the thinking about the relevant task mix or the suitability of
the match;
•

Identify the contributions the job seeker has to offer to a business. This should include
observing the job seeker actually undertaking work-related tasks either at home, in a
different setting or as part of a set of short negotiated work experience opportunities that
might focus on discrete aspects of a job, so as to build up a picture of what is the best
match;

Identify the essential versus desirable conditions that will help the job seeker thrive in an
employment situation (Adapted from LEAD Center, 2015, p. 6; Inge et al., 2018).
The process typically takes between 20-60 hours, but averages 30 (Smith, McVilly, McGillivray, &
Chan, 2018). The output of the Discovery process is a ‘vocational profile’ which describes the
individual job seeker, their vocational area or theme, and “ideal working conditions for the
individual” (Riesen et al., 2015, p. 187). The profile can include pictures of the job seeker
performing tasks in a variety of settings (Brown, 2009). This profile is checked by the job seeker
and their supporters (Inge et al., 2018; Brown, 2009). The profile is used as a basis for a
customised planning meeting with the person and supporters (Brown, 2009). Finally, in some
models, such as the Individualised Career Planning model (Brown, 2009), a ‘Representational
Portfolio’ is produced which is designed to be used with prospective employers. The portfolio
contains information about the customised employment approach, explaining the ‘win-win’
principle underpinning it, as well as information about the job-seeker “using pictures and text to
graphically describe his interests, contributions, and successful support strategies, as well as the
specific job tasks he can perform. These tasks become the building blocks of a customized job”
(Brown, 2009, p. 99).

•

Step 2: Finding and negotiation with employer
Employers identified through the Discovery process as being a potential match for the job seeker
are approached (Brown, 2009). Negotiation with a potential employer focuses on satisfying “an
existing need through development of a new (and customized) role” (Wehman et al., 2018, p.
135). This includes working directly with the employer to:
customise a job description based on current employer needs or on previously unidentified
and unmet employer needs;
• develop a set of job duties
• develop a work schedule
• develop the job arrangement, along with specifics of supervision (including performance
evaluation review),
• determine the job location (Riesen et al., 2015, p. 184).
Each position is ‘customised’ through a person-centred, rather than an employer-centred, lens
which also seeks to identify how the job seeker can contribute to the business by meeting unmet
needs. This involves a detailed process of discussion and negotiation, and uncovering of
employer needs, not simply placement into existing positions (Inge et al., 2018).

•
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Step 3: Customised supports
Identification of the customised supports needed occurs prior to job commencement.
Customised supports and reasonable accommodations are provided in a non time-limited way
(Griffin-Hammis Associates, n.d.). These can include informal supports (for example support with
transport and independent living skills) as well as formal supports such job coaching, or personal
care supports (Smith, McVilly, McGillivray, & Chan, 2018; Brown, 2009).

Step 4: Provision of on-the-job training
Customised supports also include on-the-job and formal training matched to the person’s needs
(Wehman et al., 2018).

Outcomes
Highly individualised approaches, such as customised employment, are designed to address and
overcome the barriers that people with disability experience and that are created by the way work is
structured (Becker et al., 2011; Bond et al., 2008; Condon & Callahan, 2008; Inge et al., 2018; Riesen et
al., 2015; Smith et al., 2017; Szoc & Harvey, 2009). It is argued that:

Customized employment has the potential for minimizing competition with other job
seekers without disabilities, since the outcome is a negotiated job description for a specific
job seeker with a disability (Inge et al., 2018, p. 165).
There is an emerging evidence base showing that customised employment is successful (Wehman et al.,
2018). A review of evidence by Riesen et al. (2015) identifies a range of projects that have used
customised employment for significant numbers of people with intellectual disability to obtain (or create)
employment in the open labour market, including through self employment. Inge et al. (2018) report that
different projects have achieved between a 45-71% employment rate in open employment with high
levels of job retention after 1 year. A study of young people with Autism Spectrum Disorder and
intellectual disability in the US found that customised employment was similarly successful with this
group. Importantly, researchers noted that of the jobs gained, the large majority required significant
customisation to create job descriptions, reassign tasks and provide modifications (Wehman et al., 2016,
cited in Inge et al., 2018). Research in the US has verified that customised employment has also been
shown to:
•

increase quality of life outcomes (Riesen et al., 2015)

• deliver wage increases (Riesen et al., 2015).
The individualised and customised approach has been noted to “have been successfully
implemented with many …youth and adults who had been labeled ‘too disabled to work’” (Brown,
2009, p. 101).
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Evidence piece 13:
Work-focused circles of
support for people with
intellectual disability
Also known as Job Development Circles or Employment
Circles of Support

What is a circle of support?
Circles of support are “small groups of individuals who agree to meet periodically with an individual
with disabilities and help her/him secure that necessary for a decent quality of life” (Brown &
Kessler, 2014, p. 91). Circles of support are guided by developing a vision of the desirable future
around the focus person (Spagnolo et al., 2017). They can be comprised of family members, friends,
neighbours, co-workers, people from community groups such as religious organisations, and
sometimes staff from service providers (Spagnolo et al., 2017).
Circles of Support operate on principles of personal empowerment. These include: (1)
involvement of invested and interested people, (2) focus on the individual’s preferences,
talents and dreams, and (3) emphasis on personal strengths, not deficits (Spagnolo et al.,
2017, p. 3).

How are circles of support been used to support
employment?
Circles of support have also been used to support people with intellectual disability, mental illness or
significant disability to seek or maintain employment.
Job development circles have been used in the US as a way to generate work opportunities by
drawing on the social capital of people around the person with intellectual disability (Brown &
Kessler, 2014). The person with intellectual disability generates a list of people they know who work
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outside the home for money. This list is used as the basis for seeking support to make contacts into
workplaces or for recruiting individuals to support certain tasks (such as supporting transport to
work) to aid the jobseeker (Brown & Kessler, 2014).
In a different project in the US, circles of support have been used to support people with mental
illness in supported employment settings (Spagnolo et al., 2017). This model is based on research
that suggests that ‘natural’ supports (that is, people who are not in paid roles to support the person
with a disability) are best placed to support a person with significant disability into employment and
in the workplace. To support employment, a circle of support works with the person to determine
their goals in relation to employment and utilises the support network to assist the person achieve
this goal (Spagnolo et al., 2017).
In the UK there are example of circles of support being used in the workplace to support workers
with intellectual disability. One guide to this suggests that circles of support in the workplace can
assist with:
• Getting to know people
• Learning new skills
• Learning how to act
• Getting advice or problem-solving
• Keeping track of work tasks (Burke & Ball, n.d.).
In Australia, Employment circles of support (ECOS) have been used for people with intellectual
disability or autism in one project in Victoria.
ECOS uses circles of support with the focus of assisting the person into paid employment.
The person chooses the path they would like to take and their circle members. The circle
meets regularly to discuss how they can assist the person to get a job, develop their skills
and nurture their abilities (Bytschkow, 2016, p. 5).
In this model, the Employment circle of support is comprised of:
the person with disability
family members, friends and ‘outside’ supports (such as a teacher or coach)
a mentor (that is “someone who makes a commitment to support the person to be job
ready” including spending unpaid time in the workplace to support the person with
disability learn their role)
• an employer (“who offers long term work experience with an aim of offering a paid job”),
and
• a paid facilitator (Bytschkow, 2016, p. 6).
The circle meets regularly (6-8 weekly) and discusses the employment goals of the individual and
strategies to achieve these. The focus person (person with a disability) is encouraged to chair the
meetings.
•
•
•

The aim is to find long term work placement in accordance with the individuals’ skills and
interest, with employment as the outcome (Bytschkow, 2016, p. 7).
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Circle members undertake various activities including approaching employers to seek a long term
work placement or job, introducing the person to the employer, mentoring the person in the
workplace, assisting them to learn skills, supporting transport to the workplace, among other things
(Bytschkow, 2016).
The ECOS project was run in 2016 and involved 5 participants aged 14-21 with most still being at
school. Most attended a work placement one day per week. Following 12 months, two were offered
ongoing employment and others continued with education options (Bytschkow, 2016). No
independent evaluation is available.
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Evidence piece 14:
Mentoring to support
transition and
employment for people
with intellectual disability
What is mentoring?
Mentorship relationships entail the provision of ongoing guidance, instruction, and
encouragement to promote competence (Lindsay et al., 2016, p. 1330).
Other elements of a mentoring relationship include:
• It is reciprocal, though the main focus is on the growth and development of the mentee;
• It is dynamic: the relationship changes over time (Lindsay et al., 2016).
There are many types of mentoring including face to face activity, electronic mentoring, and peer
mentoring models.
Peer mentoring is a type of mentoring where mentors are “individuals who share a common
characteristic such as age, gender or identifying as a person with a disability” (Kramer et al. 2018, p.
118). Peer mentoring draws on learning from the mentor’s lived experience which is seen to be
“unique from and complementary to formal instruction or support provided by professionals”
(Kramer et al., 2018, p. 119).
Peer mentoring for transition‐age youth with I/DD [intellectual and developmental disability]
provides an opportunity for mentees to gain knowledge that supports successful transition
to adulthood. For example, mentees with I/DD may benefit from peer mentors with I/DD
who have experience setting and achieving goals, who know how to problem‐solve barriers
to inclusion and participation and who internalize a positive disability identity (Kramer et al.,
2018, p. 119).
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Electronic mentoring (e-mentoring) includes using email, online (e.g. video chat, synchronous typed
messaging), and phone calls either as the main or sole form of communication or in tandem with
some in-person activities (Kramer et al., 2018).
Mentoring related to transition from school to post school education and employment can take many
forms, for example it can be undertaken in one-to-one or in group formats and be offered in many
locations, including:
•

School-based. This has included: being delivered by adults with disability in classroom settings;
peer tutoring or peer mentoring.

•

Community based, utilising trained mentors (sometimes peer mentors) involving groups or oneone mentoring face to face or via phone and online contact.

•

Work based, using co-workers as mentors, or peers without disability as mentors (Kaehne &
Bayer, 2013).

•

Online, using peer mentors who connect with mentees via email and internet activities.

•

Focused on families.

• Or have multiple elements of the above (Lindsay et al., 2016).
In mentoring programs focused on transition to work, mentors:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Are role models
Provide social and emotional support
Provide motivation and encouragement
Help mentees (young people with disability) to navigate services
Support mentees to build social and self-advocacy skills
Provide advice on work options and opportunities (Lindsay et al., 2016).

Outcomes of mentoring
Two large scale reviews of the research literature, one of 22 studies (Lindsay et al., 2016) and one of 40
studies (Lindsay & Munson, 2018), have reported on the evidence of a range of outcomes for youth with
disability (under 25 years) related to mentoring programs. These reviews focused on mentoring programs
supporting employment or transition to employment and post school education for people with disability
(including intellectual disability), and found the following outcomes:
•

increased self determination and empowerment

•

increased decision making and problem solving

•

increased social skills and independence

•

increased knowledge related to transition to employment and post-school education

•

increased academic and career development

•

increased psychosocial health, quality of life and protective factors (Lindsay et al., 2016; Lindsay
& Munson, 2018).

Overall, Lindsay et al. (2016) concluded that:
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Consistent evidence suggests that effective mentorship interventions can also have benefits for
youth with disabilities, in terms of job training, educational attainment, career supports, social
skills, self-esteem, attendance, and work ethic (p. 1330).
Mentoring programs can also have outcomes for mentors, including educators and employers, in
relation to increasing knowledge of a person’s with disability’s strengths and skills, and decreasing
stigma and prejudice (Lindsay et al., 2016).

Key ingredients of success
A range of ingredients have been found to be associated with outcomes of mentoring:
•

Programs with a duration of 6 months or more, enabling strong relationships between mentors
and mentees (Lindsay et al., 2016);

•

Structured programs with a planned curriculum rather than individualised (Lindsay et al., 2016);

•

Paid coordinator responsible for mentor training, monitoring the implementation (Lindsay et al.,
2016) and supervision of mentors (Kramer et al., 2018);

•

Group based or mixed formats (Lindsay et al., 2016);

•

Clear expectations for duration and frequency of contact (Kramer et al., 2018);

•

Mentor characteristics that include: consistency, dependability, “interest in supporting a mentee,
respect for the mentee's viewpoint and willingness to seek and utilize support from programme
staff” (Kramer et al., 2018, p. 120);

•

Alignment between mentor’s experiences and goals of the mentoring program (Kramer et al.,
2018);

•

Provision of peer mentor training to build mentoring skills and clarity around mentor-mentee
interactions;

•

Mentees having choice over preferred communication technology (if using e-mentoring) (Kramer
et al., 2018);

Focus on both fostering the mentor-mentee relationship, as well as delivering the goals (content)
of the program (Kramer et al., 2018).
Summarising the views of a number of researchers, Kramer et al. (2018) propose that peer
mentoring has particular utility for people with intellectual disability.
•

Peer support and peer‐mediated interventions are increasingly used as best practice for
transition‐age youth with developmental and intellectual disabilities (Kramer et al., 2018, p.
118)
In a peer mentoring program specifically designed for people with intellectual disability, researchers
used two key features to support mentors with intellectual disability: a peer‐mentoring script
(including visual supports) and a peer mentor supporter/supervisor who provided real-time
supervision and support during mentoring sessions, as well as time to practice before sessions and
debrief after them. Customised employment supports were also provided for mentors with
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intellectual disability. Overall, researchers found this approach to be successful but required high
levels of resourcing (Kramer et al., 2018). To address this high resource impost, the researchers
suggest:
Community‐based organizations adopting electronic peer mentoring should consider
partnerships with local colleges or vocational training institutions, as such partnerships could
provide students with valuable hands‐on experience and ensure organizations have access to
highly qualified personnel to serve as supervisors (Kramer et al., 2018, p. 127).
Several researchers suggest that the use of electronic peer mentoring has potential to broaden the scope
and availability of peer mentoring programs (Cassiani et al., 2020) especially where barriers exist to
accessing in-person mentoring, such as lack of transportation or personal assistance, particularly for
people with intellectual disability (Kramer et al., 2018).

Using a different model, researchers in the UK in the Youth Supported Employment Program (YSEP)
matched peers without disability (from the same school) with mentees with intellectual disability
while undertaking work experience placement. This model is also known as a peer-facilitated work
placement. During the placement, the mentors travelled with the mentee from home to workplace,
stayed at the workplace to provide advice and problem solving support, then travelled home with
mentees. While outcomes were generally positive, there is insufficient evidence to confirm the
positive effect of peer mentoring on these outcomes (Kaehne & Beyer, 2013).
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Evidence piece 15:
Microenterprises and
people with intellectual
disability
What is microenterprise?
Microenterprises are a form of creating self-employment and are sometimes called small business
enterprises (SBE) or micro-businesses. One definition is of businesses which employ 10 or fewer
employees including the micro-entrepreneur, often rely on a very small amount of start-up costs
(Conroy et al., 2010) and may or may not make enough money to support an individual (Reddington
& Fitzsimons, 2013). A recent Australian study described microenterprises as:
a very small business that is simple to start, with minimal capital needed. They can have a
vital purpose in improving people’s quality of life and may give PwD a role in their local
community providing a service or goods. They are highly individual - able to happen at a
scale, stamina and schedule that suits an individual (Darcy et al., 2020, p. ii).
Microenterprises are emerging as an employment option for people with intellectual disability,
including those who have high support needs. They are:
highly individualised, person-centred, and are built around the skills, strengths, and
interests of the focal person. SBEs draw on a range of funding sources and paid and unpaid
supports are instrumental in their development and continuation (Thoresen et al., 2018, p.
161).
A microenterprise can have a range of legal structures including “a simple corporation of any type,
offering the possibility of holding assets in the corporation, rather than in the individual’s name”
(Conroy et al., 2010, p. 270) or can be owned and operated by a family member and then employ
the individual with intellectual disability (Thoresen et al., 2018).
The benefits of self-employment for people with disability have been described as:
•
•

including types of work not found in existing job opportunities
offering a high degree of control and self-reliance which is attractive to some people
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offering a way to control how much personal income is drawn from a business and therefore
manage the impact on government benefits and income support
• enabling the accumulation of assets (in a way not possible via income support)
• enabling control over the workplace and job tasks so that they match the needs of the
individual
• offering capacity to schedule work around own needs
• potentially overcoming barriers to employment such as lack of transportation, workplace
discrimination etc. (Hagner & Davies, 2002; Ouimmette and Rammler, 2017; Ashley and
Graf, 2018).
Microenterprises involving people with intellectual disability have some common ingredients
including:
•

individualisation, that is, “connected to genuine interests and talents of each individual”
(Hagner & Davies, 2002, p. 73), and “designed around [the person]… his likes, strengths, and
support needs…[and] underpinned by a clear vision for his life” (Thoresen et al., 2018, p.
167). As described by Reddington and Fitzsimons (2013) “the microenterprise should be
wholly built around the person who is the ‘boss’, with outcomes that suit that person” (p.
125)
• generating some form of income for the individual or business
• the business is genuine: “offering a real service that is reliable and fulfils a specific need for
the clients”, even if with high levels of support from others (Thoresen et al., 2018, p. 167;
Bates, 2009)
• strong leadership
• strength-based approaches
• an emphasis on social inclusion
• some degree of control by the person with intellectual disability and/or their supporters.
Some examples document the role of support workers in actively working to support this
(Hagner & Davies, 2002)
• often supported by individual funding arrangements, such as the NDIS
• have a range of supports in place, “formal [i.e. disability and business supports] and informal
[i.e. family and friends] … [which are] flexible and creative in the way they function”
(Thoresen et al., 2018, p. 167).
Microenterprises involving people with intellectual disability or those with high support needs have
included a range of business focuses including:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

advocacy,
public speaking,
website development,
software consultancy,
pottery,
artwork (McNaughton et al., 2006)
personal services (e.g. household tasks including waiting for tradespeople)
courier service
making useable products from recycled paper and plastics
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• production and sale of birdseed (Thoresen et al., 2018)
• gardening
• café
• car washing
• dance tuition
• administration (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013).
Microenterprises involving people with intellectual disability are predominantly developed by
parents.
The substantial involvement of parents and other informal support in establishing and
continuing SBEs [small business enterprises] exemplifies how SBE is different to selfemployment. While the social and economic benefits of SBE and self-employment may be
similar, the support structures vital to starting-up and continuing SBEs are distinctive
(Thoresen et al., 2018, p. 170).
The rate of self-employment (entrepreneurship) among people with intellectual/cognitive disability
in Australia is relatively high and estimated to be only 2.5% less than non-disabled Australians,
though it is the lowest rate of entrepreneurship among Australians with disability (Darcy et al.,
2020). As with overseas contexts, people with disability in Australia are, on average, 43% more likely
to be self-employed than Australians without disability due to a range of factors including difficulty
in gaining employment and lifestyle advantages of self-employment. It should be noted though that
females with disability are far less likely to be entrepreneurs than males (Darcy et al., 2020).
Microenterprises involving people with intellectual disability are not well researched. However,
there is a small amount of evidence that these microenterprises can operate in Australia and have
some longevity (e.g. over 8 years) (Thoresen et al., 2018).

What are the outcomes and benefits of microenterprises?
A recent Australian study of micro-entrepreneurs with disability (including 10% with intellectual
disability) found that outcomes included:
• sense of purpose,
• sense of future
• contributing to the community
• increased self-esteem
• increased quality of life
• larger social network
• having a job
• creating employment for others
• having a secure income (Darcy et al., 2020).
Likewise, one study of people with intellectual disability in the United States involved in
microbusinesses found that outcomes included social and economic benefits and all participants had
improved worklife quality, as did their support workers involved in supporting the enterprise activity
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(Conroy et al., 2010). A small scale study of four people with intellectual disability in Australia found
a similar range of outcomes including increased social connection and inclusion, increased sense of
value, personal development, and additional income (Thoresen et al., 2018).
In a UK study of people with intellectual disability strong social outcomes were evident:
All entrepreneurs consulted had found the process very positive, gaining in confidence and
ability, and engagement with the local community. Individuals spoke of being accepted as
equal by others who did not have a learning disability – “The thing that we’re most proud of
is the fact that we work on the market, we pay the market fee, we do exactly the same as
every other trader, we have good weeks and bad weeks and everybody has to do that”
(Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013, p. 129).
A study of microentrepreneurs with intellectual disability in the UK found that a sense of success was
not related to making a wage from the enterprise. In the enterprises studied, some generated
enough income to pay a full wage, some made some contribution to a wage, while in others people
were happy to ‘volunteer’ within their own organisation and not be paid a wage. “Typically, being
busy and doing something worthwhile was perceived as more important than income” (Reddington
& Fitzsimons, 2013, p. 128).

Ingredients of success
While there is not a great deal of research on what are the ingredients of success for developing and
operating a microenterprise involving a person with intellectual disability, the following have been
commented on in the literature:
•

Provision of support: This includes support from family, friends, disability support
organisations, as well as providers of business advice (Thoresen et al., 2018; Hagner &
Davies, 2002; Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013).
All individuals with learning disabilities required support to run their
microenterprises. No microenterprises examined generated sufficient revenue to
cover ongoing support costs, so external sources are required to meet support
costs. Meeting on-going support costs was the major factor affecting
sustainability (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013, p. 130).
In an Australian study, support from family and friends was seen as ‘integral’ with
“many of the cultural, structural and attitudinal barriers experienced by PwD are
overcome with support from immediate family, friends and carers” (Darcy et al., 2020,
p. iii).

•
•

Financial planning and support: including benefits planning and assistance in finding funding
or other financial incentives (Hagner & Davies, 2002).
Alignment of individual’s skills and interests with a genuine community need: “an ability to
deliver a product or service needed to be based on a clear demand, either existing or
created for that product or service” (Bates, 2009, p. 3).
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Evidence piece 16:
The role of interagency
collaboration as a factor
in facilitating employment
for people with
intellectual disability
What is interagency collaboration?
Interagency collaboration is defined as:
key people from school personnel, family members, businesses, and human service agencies
working together to promote successful post-school outcomes (Steere et al., 2007, as cited
in Taylor et al., 2016, p. 163).

The problem
There is consistent reference in the research from multiple countries, and in Australia, to the
problem of the complexity of the employment and education systems (e.g. ACIL Allen Consulting,
2017; Foley et al., 2013). This creates difficulties for people with disability, their families and also for
service providers in navigating this complex landscape, for which there is “currently no guide” (ACIL
Allen Consulting, 2017, p. 28). International research has highlighted concerns, echoed by Australian
research (ACIL Allen Consulting, 2017), in regard to:
the difficulty students and their parents face navigating services across different programs
during the transition to adult life, limited coordination across agencies, and a lack of
information about the full range of service options available to young adults with disabilities
(Hall et al., 2018, p. 209).

Page 69

‘

The solution
In response to these issues, calls for greater collaboration and coordination across programs and
services have been consistently made by researchers in multiple countries (for example, Hall et al.,
2018; Kohler & Field, 2003; Molfenter et al., 2017).
The principles for successful school to work transition (Kohler, 1996) highlight the importance of
inter-agency collaboration as an underpinning to programs supporting transition to work or postschool education.
Interagency Collaboration practices … facilitate involvement of community businesses,
organisations, and agencies in transition education including interagency agreements that
articulate roles, responsibilities, communications, and other strategies to foster collaboration
and enhance curriculum and program development (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 22).
Kohler & Field (2003), US researchers in this field, document a number of research studies that
confirm
that interagency collaboration and support for individual students in transition and their families
is a factor so important that when done well, it facilitates achievement of transition goals, and
when done poorly, it limits or impedes those goals (p. 178).
Similarly, a more recent US study confirms:
Interagency collaboration is well established as a predictor of employment outcomes during
transition (Butterworth et al., 2017, p. 266).
Interagency collaboration can occur at several levels: 1. around a single school and its students, 2. on
a broader local or regional basis, 3. at the level of State policies and programs (Butterworth et al.,
2017).
Interagency collaboration can also be addressed on a wider basis than an individual school
collaborating with individual businesses, post-school service and educational providers.
Community transition teams consisting of secondary school transition personnel, postschool providers, employer groups, parents, chambers of commerce can identify common
goals, address local transition issues and work together to solve the transition problems that
exist in local communities (Meadows, 2012, as cited in Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 26).
The key strategies used by collaborative partnerships include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

provision of training,
coordinated referral,
co-location (i.e. employment/transition specialist placed in school),
holding joint meetings between individual with disability, service providers, school and
other stakeholders,
creating inter-agency collaborative teams (to support transition activities and employment
placement)
creating and sharing resources and information for all stakeholders
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•
•
•
•

hosting a community transition committee to coordinate activity
sharing funding (Taylor et al., 2016)
cross pollinating ideas and brainstorming strategies to overcome barriers
involving young people with disability as self-advocates (Molfenter et al., 2017).

Programs that work
Two successful Australian programs that are based on supporting this cross-sector coordination are
the National Disability Coordination Officer (NDCO) Program and Ticket to Work.

1. NATIONAL DISABILITY COORDINATION OFFICER (NDCO) PROGRAM
The NDCO Program is a national program, run through 31 local networks, that aims to build linkages
and information in local regions to support the transition of young people with disability from school
to post-secondary education and employment (ACIL Allen Consulting, 2017).
The NDCO Program was introduced in response to difficulties faced by people with
disability in navigating a complex system of fragmented, overlapping services across the
disability, education and employment sectors. The program seeks to build links and
coordinate services to reduce systemic barriers — including community attitudes — to
participation in education and employment by people with disability (ACIL Allen Consulting,
2017, p. 16).
Both employment and participation in post-secondary education by young people with disability
have increased in the majority of regions in which the NDCO Program is operating ((ACIL Allen
Consulting, 2017).
The program has a primary focus on working with services (including schools, post-secondary
education providers, and others) rather than working at a case management level with individuals
with disability (though there remains flexibility to work directly with this group as well as families
and carers). Key elements in the way the program is run include:
•

Impartiality of information on education and employment options;

•

Local coordination and strategies that “discourage organisations to work in silos”,
reduce duplication in services, and encourage coordinated work to address service gaps
and systemic change;

•

Networking and linkages across sectors to improve service quality as well as increase the
employment and training options available;

•

Ongoing awareness and training about programs and best practice (ACIL Allen
Consulting, 2017, p. 21).

2. TICKET TO WORK
Ticket to Work is a national program of the National Disability Services, Australia, that supports
networks of partners in local regions to provide opportunities for young people with disability to
build employability while they are at school (mainstream or special schools) (ARTD Consultants,
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2019). Partners include schools, Disability Employment Services, TAFE/RTOs, employers, disability
services and others, who
work together to provide young people with access to career development, workplace
preparation, work experience, vocational skills and Australian School Based Apprenticeships and
Traineeships (ASbATs). Essentially each Local Network supports young people with disability to
participate in the same ‘typical’ transition to employment activities that their non-disabled peers
generally partake in (Wakeford & Waugh, 2014, p. 6).
These networks bring together expertise from a range of sectors (education, industry, disability,
employment, training, youth). Wakeford and Waugh (2014) suggest that the program
has evidence that partnerships comprised of schools, employers, employment services,
disability agencies and youth services do create more pathways opportunities for young
people collectively than they do if working individually or discretely (p. 26).
Two evaluations of Ticket to Work have evidenced that it is a successful transition model, with
participants being more likely to be employed (64%) than the comparison group (33%), as well as be
more likely to complete year 12, undertake post-secondary education, be more socially active and
more independent (ARTD Consultants, 2019).
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Evidence piece 17:
What are the outcomes of
open employment for
people with intellectual
disability?
What is open employment?
Open employment is a term used in Australia. Autism Spectrum Australia define it as:
doing a job which can be done by any person. You do the same job as your co-workers and
are paid the same wages (n.d.).
The Australian Government defines it as follows:
‘Open’ employment refers to employment where the jobs are open to all people, with or
without disability. People with disability who wish to receive assistance to find employment
in the open labour market can register with a DES provider (Department of Social Services,
2017, p. 8).
Other terms are used for this in different countries and contexts including ‘competitive employment’
or ‘competitive integrated employment’ (CIE). In CIE, “employers compensate their employees with
ID at or above minimum wage and provide work opportunities within a body of co-workers who
mostly consist of persons without a disability” (Blick et al., 2016, p. 359).

What are the benefits of having a job?
Many studies have provided evidence on life outcomes related to open employment experienced by
people with intellectual disability. Outcomes of open employment that are widely evidenced in the
research literature are:
•

economic benefits (increased income and better standard of living)
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increased quality of life or wellbeing
improved mental health
improved physical health
reduced risk of poverty
increased social participation, including opportunities for friendships
increased social support
increased skill development
increased sense of social worth, feeling valued and increased social status
provision of purpose, structure and meaning to daily living (Holwerda et al., 2013; Honey et
al., 2014; Blick et al., 2016; Simplican et al., 2014, Emerson et al., 2018; Carter et al., 2017;
Meltzer et al., 2016; Riesen et al., 2015; Nevala et al., 2019).
Speaking about young people with intellectual disability in the USA, Carter et al. (2017)
note:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

… a good job contributes to a sense of accomplishment, self-worth, and independence;
it gives young people a place to share their strengths and gifts in valued ways; it fosters
new friendships and access to social supports; and it provides resources and
connections that increase community involvement and contributions (p. 365).
In Australia, researchers reviewing the evidence on outcomes of employment for people with
disability generally, note:
There is abundant evidence on the social and economic benefits of work for people with
disability and their families. People who work contribute to society, gain financial
independence, enjoy a better standard of living, experience improved physical and
mental wellbeing, have expanded social networks and have opportunities to develop
their career, demonstrate and expand their skills and knowledge (ARTD Consultants,
2016, p. 2).
People with intellectual disability in Australia have also been asked to report on the outcomes they
get from employment, and report all of the outcomes listed above, including:
It’s like everything had changed since – like when I was a kid I didn’t know anything about
[my Disability Employment Service] and about anything, but now I’m man ... It’s like being a
kid changing to be a man. It’s like being changed a lot in a different life. It’s really good for
me ... now I’m a man. I have changed now. It feels really good now (23-year-old man, urban,
working in open employment in fast food) (Meltzer et al., 2016, p. 40).
[I work] because I want to get out of my home, I want to do something … I just wanted to do
something and mix in with other people… Just to earn some money … and just live (34-yearold woman, urban, working in an ADE) (Meltzer et al., 2016, p. 42).
Working is about, you get up, and you belong in the community, and get more confidence,
like all the people at my job now treat me like the same, like equal (47-year-old woman,
regional, working in open employment in a hotel) (Meltzer et al., 2016, p. 41).
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Research suggests that having a job in young adulthood is linked to improved socioeconomic status
6-7 years later (Honey et al, 2014).
Interestingly, working even a small amount of hours per week can generate significant outcomes. A
recent large-scale study of people with and without disability in the UK (16-65 year olds) found that
working 8 hours a week “generates significant mental health and well-being benefits for previously
unemployed or economically inactive individuals” (Kamerade et al., 2019, p. 1). This study found that
people do not require full time employment to achieve these benefits.
While there is evidence that having a job leads to positive outcomes, there is also evidence that not
having one leads to negative outcomes. There is strong evidence that a lack of employment greatly
increases and contributes to the high relative poverty risk for people in Australia (Honey et al.,
2014). The relationship between unemployment and poor health is also well established in the
literature (Emerson et al., 2018; Kavanagh et al., 2013).

What are the benefits of having a job in open employment
settings vs having a job in a segregated setting?
Many people with disability work in settings that are not open competitive employment. In Australia
these include Australian Disability Enterprises and the term ‘supported employment’ is used in
Australia to refer to this kind of work. (It should be noted that ‘supported employment’ has different
meanings in different countries). The Australian government describes supported employment as
follows:
‘Supported’ employment generally refers to employment in enterprises that have as their
primary purpose employment of people with disability, and where the majority of employees
have disability. There are often mixed industries within enterprises to cater for their employees,
and there are higher levels of job customisation (Department of Social Services, 2017, p. 8).
Research has identified that outcomes from open employment compared to supported employment
(i.e. sheltered or segregated) settings include:
• increased earnings
• increased quality of life
• increased opportunities for skill development.
A range of international research shows that people with intellectual disability can be successfully
employed in competitive, integrated positions and substantially increase earnings in comparison to
segregated work or day support programs (Butterworth et al., 2017; Migliore et al., 2012; Wehman
et al., 2014 cited in Wehman et al., 2018).There is also some evidence that people with disability
working in non-segregated settings achieve higher self-reported quality of life than those working in
sheltered employment (Beyer et al., 2010). In addition, one Australian study of people with
intellectual disability found that while there are skill development opportunities in both open
employment and ADEs, those working in open employment had greater access to skill development
opportunities in the mainstream community (Meltzer et al., 2016).
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There is also evidence that people with intellectual disability prefer employment in non-segregated
settings (Wehman et al., 2018) and that open employment and social enterprises are viewed as less
segregated than ADE settings by Australians with intellectual disability (Meltzer et al., 2016). People
with intellectual disability have reported that the main motivation for moving from an ADE to open
employment was better pay, to work with people without disability and increased opportunities for
social interaction (Meltzer et al., 2016).
While there is evidence that open employment leads to a wide range of outcomes for employees
with disability, there is also evidence that some individuals prefer different settings including those
of Australian Disability Enterprises. People with disability report that the relationships they form at
work are the main factor that attaches them to their ADE and is the primary reason they want to
stay (Meltzer et al., 2016). People with intellectual disability report enjoyment of ‘sheltered
workshop’ settings with a range of fun activities and friendships that are more likely to extend
beyond the workplace (Lysaght et al., 2017). Similarly, a proportion of young people with intellectual
disability using Individualised Placement and Support became disengaged from this program due to
concern over the loss of their social networks in sheltered employment settings (Noel et al., 2017). In
addition, there is evidence that some people have had negative experiences in open employment
and therefore prefer different settings (Simplican et al., 2014, citing Hall, 2009; Meltzer et al., 2016),
though negative experiences are also reported in ADE settings (Meltzer et al., 2016). One Australian
study of people with intellectual disability found that ADEs and social enterprises were felt to be
more supportive of workers with intellectual disability and offer greater job stability than open
employment (Meltzer et al., 2016). Finally, this study also identified that a small number of research
participants employed in ADEs held more skilled and supervisory roles whereas those in open
employment did not (Meltzer et al., 2016).

Moving from segregated to open employment
The problem
Employment in Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs) is a common experience for Australian’s with
intellectual disability. People with intellectual disability who are National Disability Insurance
Scheme (NDIS) participants are more likely to be employed in Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs)
than other participants of the NDIS. A large majority of NDIS participants with an intellectual
disability who are aged 25 years and over and are employed, have employment in ADEs (70%), with
15% having a job in open employment on a full wage, and a further 13% having a job in open
employment on a part wage (NDIA, 2019). Younger NDIS participants with intellectual disability
(aged 15-24) are far more likely to be in open employment (on part or full wages) than employed by
an ADE (NDIA, 2019, p. 35).
Segregated employment settings such as ADEs have traditionally not had good outcomes as a
pathway to open employment, and were not initially designed for this purpose. Indeed, previously,
the procedures governing Disability Employment Services (DES) prevented them from supporting
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ADE employees to find work in open employment, though these have now been changed (Meltzer et
al., 2016).
There is evidence that early placement of young people with intellectual disability into segregated
day programs and sheltered employment options reduces their later economic participation (Cocks
& Harvey, 2008). There is strong evidence that once in segregated employment settings, such as
ADEs, few transition out into open employment. In 2014, less than 1% of those employed in an ADE
transitioned to employment in the mainstream labour market (Department of Social Services, 2015;
AFDO, 2018). Similarly, the National Disability Services suggests that less than 5% of people with
disability transition to open employment from day services or supported employment settings in
Australia (NDS, 2017).
Some studies have demonstrated that there are few structured skill development opportunities
within sheltered and segregated employment settings and that time spent working in such settings
does not promote later employment in open employment (Akkerman et al., 2016; Cimera et al.,
2011; Dague, 2012; Hemphill & Kulik, 2017; Soeker et al., 2018). Similar issues have been found with
day services or community access programs (Thoresen et al., 2018).
However, there is evidence that some people with intellectual disability have been supported via
their ADE employers to transition into open employment (Meltzer et al., 2016). An Australian study
found that ADEs did frequently offer opportunities for vocational training as part of employment,
but that skill development opportunities in mainstream settings were more available in open
employment (Meltzer et al., 2016).

The solution
A suite of research in the United States has highlighted the importance of a system-wide
prioritisation of employment as a primary outcome for adults with intellectual disability, which then
fosters a consistent set of expectations and supports across services, families and individuals (Hall et
al., 2018).
Moving into open employment can occur from any location and is aided by a set of supportive
practices (which research has also identified as being often present in social enterprises) (Smith,
McVilly, McGillivray, & Chan, 2018). Ways to support people with intellectual disability to move out
of segregated employment or day service settings and into open employment include:
•

•
•

Focus on the vocational aspirations and the potential strengths of people with disability,
based on what people with disability want (Smith, McVilly, McGillivray, & Chan, 2018;
Soeker et al., 2018). This might utilise a Discovery approach that is an in-depth exploration
of the interests and capabilities of the job seeker with disability. This process is based on
building trust and getting to know job-seekers with intellectual disability (Hall et al., 2018).
Provide opportunities to explore and move to, and between, higher skilled and better paid
work (Smith, McVilly, McGillivray, & Chan, 2018).
Provide opportunities to explore vocational options, including those that have a relatively
higher social value/status than those commonly inherent in ADEs (Smith, McVilly,
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•
•
•
•

•

•

McGillivray, & Chan, 2018). Expanding options can include looking for task and interest
matches with employers, rather than waiting on job openings (Hall et al., 2018).
Make available work tasks that foster skills development relevant to open employment
(Soeker et al., 2018).
Support development of relevant social skills including spending time planning for
transportation to and from work (Hall et al., 2018).
Plan the supports that will be needed in the workplace, such as communication and
technology supports (Hall et al., 2018).
Utilise individualised and tailored person centred approaches including Customised
Employment practices, within ADEs and day services (Smith, McVilly, McGillivray, & Chan,
2018; Thoresen et al., 2018).
Utilise opportunities in Social Enterprises to explore the vocational aspirations of people
with intellectual disability. Components could include a range of entry level positions, job
rotation options and opportunities for promotion and career paths (Smith, McVilly,
McGillivray, & Chan, 2018).
Support parents and families to gain knowledge of the employment service system,
approaches that support employment, along with the influence of their own expectations
and the value of their own social networks (Hall et al., 2018).
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