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Connecting Aspirations to Opportunities 

78% 
OF STUDENTS HAVE 
A TRANSITION GOAL 

TO WORK IN THE 
COMMUNITY 

EMPLOYMENT ASPIRATIONS 

83% 
OF PARENTS 

CONSIDER SOME 
TYPE OF PAID, 

COMMUNITY JOB TO 
BE IMPORTANT 

Sources: Blustein, Carter, & McMillan (2016); Shogren & 
Plotter (2012); www.nlts2.org


State of Stuck: Integrated Employment 
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New Approaches Needed 
• Attention to the local 
level 

• Thinking from beyond 
the service system 

• Solution-focused 
approaches 

•  Individualization at the 
community level 



Community Conversations 

Sources: Carter et al., 2016

 Carter, Swedeen, Cooney, Walter, & Moss, 2012


Session Overview 
• Context for this Work (Carter) 
•  Illustrating the Approach (Bumble) 
•  Lessons Learned in Wisconsin (Neugart) 
•  Lessons Learned in California (Raynor) 
•  Lessons Learned in Tennessee (Bumble & McMillan) 
•  Lessons Learned in Kentucky (Kleinert) 
• Some Key Themes Across Applications (Carter) 
• Questions & Discussion 

COMMUNITY 
CONVERSATIONS 
Illustrating the Process 
 
Jenn Bumble 

https://vimeo.com/128290120 
 

3 Critical Elements of a Community 
Conversation 

Snacks People Location 

Action
Data


Local Planning Team 
1-2 lead 

organizers 

Recruitment 
Planning 
Logistics 
Ideas 
Connections 
Collaboration 
Follow-up 
 

Team members should be:  
Committed   Passionate   Available   



Extending 
Invitations 
•  Planning Committee


•  Email Campaigns


•  Phone Campaigns


•  Outreach determined by community 
culture, resources and preferences
 Employer 

Civic 
leader 

School 
transition 

coordinator 

Student 
Disability 
services 
provider 

Parent 

Student 
preparing for 

transition 

Job coach 

University 
faculty 

Adorable 
baby 

Educator 

Mayor 

Diverse backgrounds 
Diverse perspectives 
Diverse community 
roles 

Innovative, 

out-of-the box 

solutions 

Structuring Engaging Conversations: 
Setting the Stage 

Structuring Engaging Conversations: 
Setting the Stage 

Welcome 
15-25 minutes     
•  Attendees are seated 
•  Facilitator introduces purpose of the event 
•  Featured speakers 

Structuring Engaging Conversations: 
Rounds 1 & 2 

Rounds 1 & 2 
15-20 minutes     
•  Conversation about Question 1 
•  Table hosts record conversations 
•  Everyone moves to new table after each round 

Structuring Engaging Conversations: 
Round 3 

Round 3 
15-20 minutes     
•  Facilitator poses Question 2 
•  Attendees record feelings, concerns, ideas on placemats 
•  Attendees have now met with 12-18 other community 

members 



Structuring Engaging Conversations: 
Harvest 

Harvest 
10-15 min 
•  Large-group discussion 
•  Table hosts or attendees share out the most 

promising ideas/ strategies they heard 
•  Ideas are recorded and posted 

Conversation Wrap-Up and Data 
Collection 

Table host notes 
Placemats 
Harvest notes 
End-of-event surveys 

Follow-up cards 
Follow-up surveys  
Interviews 
Observations 

WISCONSIN:  
LESSONS LEARNED 
Jenny Neugart 

Wisconsin Issues Being Addressed 
•  Identifying innovative ideas for increasing the number of 

youth with significant disabilities working in the 
community.  

• Raising awareness of the issue with a variety of 
stakeholders.  

• Making new connections and strengthening collaborations 
at the local level.   

•  Increasing the expectations of parents and other 
stakeholders for community based employment.   

The Wisconsin Way  
• Used with school pilot sites, project meetings, trainings  
• Easily modified – no right or wrong way to do it 
• Get people to commit to something – I Am Willing cards 
• Extend personal invites to a variety of stakeholders 

The Wisconsin Way  
Involving Youth with and without Disabilities 
• Make centerpieces and other small gifts.   
• Share their employment goals and stories.  
• Make posters with their job goals to decorate the room.  
• Show videos of local students working.  
• Welcome participants as they arrive.  
• Give a few opening remarks to                                       

kick off the event. 
• Assign them to a table to provide                                   

their perspective.    



The Wisconsin Way  
• Variety of locations:  country club, coffee shop, an ice 

arena, a community center, libraries, and a school 
cafeteria.  
•  Restaurant that catered the event at a significant discount.  
•  High school cooking class received funds to pay for the food; class 

cooked the meal.    
•  Evening event with a dessert buffet  
•  Potluck style!   

Lessons Learned from Wisconsin 
• Paid employment can be a direct result!    
• Motivating and engaging the community is pretty easy.  
• Schools make better connections – especially with 

employers.     
•  Local employers realize an untapped worker pool.  
•  Jump start to heightened awareness*  

* After attending a CC, participants, including employers, reported they believe 
that a majority of youth with disabilities can be employed in integrated, 
community employment.   

 

Lessons Learned from Wisconsin 
•  5 Themes:  

•  School inclusion & transition services 
•  Benefits of inclusion and meaningful strategies 
•  Visiting other successful schools 
•  Peer mentoring    

•  Family engagement  
•  Use family members’ network during job seeking 
•  Provide families with info to understand transition process 

•  Employer & community outreach  
•  Gathering info on employer needs and matching those to youth 
•  Setting up business tours, job shadows, internships 

Lessons Learned from Wisconsin 
•  5 Themes (continued):  

•  Call to action for multiple stakeholders 
•  Dispel myths and use facts and success stories 
•  Explore opportunities for job exploration in the community 
•  Market the youth’s abilities 
 

•  Service system collaboration 
•  Better collaboration between schools and providers, especially to work 

out summer employment opportunities   

Policy and Practice Implications from  
Wisconsin 
• Valuable info for establishing new 18-21-year-old 

community-based transition programs, expanding 
community-based services to students with more I/DD, or 
developing a transition coordinator position. 

• Better way to engage employers versus the “cold call”.  
•  LEAs and SEAs can use CCs to improve several federally 

mandated special education performance indicators, 
including Indicator 8 (family engagement), Indicator 13 
(transition planning), and Indicator 14 (post-school 
outcomes).  

Policy and Practice Implications from  
Wisconsin 
• Strong potential to develop educational champions among 

local, state, and federal policymakers. Exploring the topic 
together can lead to many policy changes.   

• WI Division of Vocational Rehabilitation 
•  Youth On-the-Job-Training (OJT)  
•  Committed funds to Business Service Consultants  

•  Local school commitments to fund community-based 
transition programs and hire transition coordinators.  

• Bills sponsored by state legislators to improve transition 
supports.  



CALIFORNIA:  
LESSONS LEARNED 
Olivia Raynor 

TENNESSEE:  
LESSONS LEARNED 
Jenn Bumble & Elise McMillan 

Tennessee%Conversa+ons%

TennesseeWorks Partnership


A%collabora+on%of%more%than%50%organiza+ons%and%agencies%across%the%state%that%stand%commi:ed%to%changing%
the%employment%landscape%for%young%people%with%disabili+es.%

%


                                             Projects of National Significance: Partnerships in Employment Systems Change grant from 
the Administration on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities 


The%Community%Conversa+on%
Approach%

In%the%last%4%years%we%have%been%a%part%of%28%
community%conversa+ons%across%our%state.%

%
By%this%+me%next%year%we%will%add%another%15%to%our%total.%

Employment%
for%people%
with%IDD%%

Faith%
Community%
Inclusion%%

Independent%
Living%

%%

PostL
Secondary%
Educa+on%

Families%&%
Caretakers%

%

Needs%of%
Diverse%

Communi+es%

A%Crea+ve%
Crowd%

7,289

ideas


generated


1,427

citizens 

contributed


Self-
Advocates


8%


Families

21%


Educators

19%
Employers


12%


Civic 
Leaders


6%


Community 
Groups


11%


Faith 
Communitie

s

3%


Disability 
Agencies


12%


Other

8%




• Recruit%and%train%new%employers%
• Expand%availability%of%community%jobs%
• Create%formal%collabora+ons%
• Create%accessible%employment%portals%
• Mentor%new%employers%

Developing%
employment%
opportuni+es%

• Share%resources%in%the%community%
• Showcase%possibili+es%and%successes%
•  Improve%public%awareness%and%aUtudes%
• Provide%transporta+on%
•  Inform%community%leaders%of%needed%resources%
• Advocate%for%policy%change%

Undertaking%
communityLwide%

efforts%

• Provide%career%development%and%experiences%
• Strengthen%collabora+on%with%others%
•  Improve%transi+on%assessment%and%planning%
• Strengthen%transi+on%program%quality%
• Offer%diverse%diploma%op+ons%

Strengthening%
school%and%

transi+on%services%

• Build%social%and%professional%networks%
• Develop%relevant%skills%and%aUtudes%
• Access%formal%and%natural%community%supports%
• Communicate%strengths%and%experiences%

Equipping%
compe++ve%
applicants%

• Educate%and%empower%current%employers%
• Provide%workplace%supports,%training,%and%accommoda+ons%
• Strengthen%partnerships%among%employers%

Enhancing%inclusive%
workplaces%

• Prepare%families%for%transi+on%
•  Increase%parent%par+cipa+on%and%support%
• Educate%families%on%disability%services%and%availability%
• Educate%families%about%impact%of%working%on%benefits%
• Equip%families%to%advocate%

Suppor+ng%families%
in%transi+on%

What%Mo+vates%Communi+es%to%%
Launch%Local%Change%Efforts?%

%

%

%

Improve%
employment%
outcomes%



%

Increase%
community%
awareness%

%

Streamline%
transi+on%from%
high%school%to%
community%

Connect%with%
local%supports%
and%services%

“It’s%having%enough%
employers%and%jobs…I%
think%we%have%some%
pre:y%good%job%
training%programs%
now%and%my%
understanding%is%that%
even%those%really%
good%programs%s+ll%
have%trouble%placing%
people.”%%

“My%son%will%be%
moving%into%a%
communityLbased%
educa+on%training%
program%in%another%
couple%of%years%and%I%
wanted%him%to%have%
more%op+ons.”%%

“acceptance%of%our%group%
into%the%community%at%
large%…%is%the%biggest%thing%
we%can%get.”%%

“Our%goal%ul+mately%was%
just%making%sure%that%we%
were%able%to%discover%who%
all%was%out%there…I%feel%
like%I%have%a%good%grasp%on%
what%is%available%and%I%turn%
around%and%something%has%
changed.%“%

Effective planning team

Planning team included committed individuals with diverse 
strengths and roles, and began their efforts early in the 
planning process


Compelling atmosphere

The event space, energy, and organization contributed 
to a welcoming and positive atmosphere


Mix of attendees
 Attendees represented a diverse mix of stakeholders, 
perspectives, and experiences


Prepared table facilitators
 Table hosts understood their role and effectively 
facilitated rich conversations


Clear structure
 The management, facilitation, and pacing of the event 
contributed to an organized conversation


Targeted technical 
assistance


Planning teams received trainings, resources, and 
technical assistance from the research team


Involvement of people 

with disabilities


People with disabilities were involved in the planning 
and implementation of the event 


What%Do%A:endees%Think%of%These%
Events?%

0
 20
 40
 60
 80
 100


This conversation was a good 
investment of my time.


I would invite someone I know to 
attend another event like this one in 

The conversation tonight improved my 
views of the capacity of our 

This conversation will contribute to 
increased employment opportunities 

I learned about resources, 
opportunities, or connections in my 

I was able to identify things I could do 
to enhance employment outcomes for 

I am leaving this conversation with 
specific steps I plan to do to increase 

STRONGLY AGREE
 AGREE
 DISAGREE
 STRONGLY DISAGREE
 I DON’T KNOW


Individual%Follow%Up%Ac+on?%

10.5%%helped%
someone%with%
a%disability%

secure%a%new%
job%

2.2%%made%the%
decision%to%hire%
someone%with%
a%disability%

58.8%%
developed%a%

new%
rela+onship%
with%someone%
that%a:ended%
the%event%

25.5%%talked%
with%an%
employer%

about%hiring%
someone%
with%a%
disability%

What%Do%A:endees%Think%of%Their%
Communi+es?%

0%% 20%% 40%% 60%% 80%% 100%%

Our community currently has the capacity 
to support people with disabilities in 
meaningful jobs.


People in our community are generally 
receptive to employing people with 
disabilities.


Strong partnerships between employers, 
community agencies, and families 
currently exist in my community.


Members of our community need help 
learning how to support people with 
disabilities in meaningful jobs.


Follow-up events or actions on this issue 
are needed in our community.


STRONGLY AGREE
 AGREE
 DISAGREE
 STRONGLY DISAGREE
 I DON’T KNOW




LMember%of%planning%team%running%for%local%office%

LHeld%community%transi+on%fair%with%over%50%families,%all%special%educators%in%the%district,%%
and%seven%providers%from%TN%&%VA.%

LSet%up%a%business%advisory%council%with%county%schools%to%strengthen%employer%partnerships%

LCreated%West%TN%Parent%Leadership%&%Advocacy%Group%%(FB%outreach,%trainings)%%

Community%Follow%Up%Ac+on?%

LBegan%a%communityLbased%transi+on%program%with%Bap+st%Hospital%(internships%&%paid%work)%

LHolding%a%compe++on%to%choose%the%design%of%their%employer%branding%campaign%

LDesigned%community%asset%maps%to%connect%people%with%disabili+es%to%employers,%%
supports,%and%transporta+on%

Policy%Implica+ons%

•  Communica+ons%to%broader%audiences%%
•  A%way%to%show%community%or%statewide%
support%for%legisla+ve%proposals%%

•  A%way%to%educate%department,%governor,%and%
governor%policy%staff%%%

Prac+ce%Implica+ons%
•  Schools%play%an%important%role%in%prepara+on%
for%employment%(DOE%Grant)%

•  Consistently%%highlighted%the%need%for%be:er%
dissemina+on%of%informa+on%and%resources%%

•  Led%us%to%some%new%partnerships%with%groups%
interested%in%applying%the%approach%to%related%
issues%

KENTUCKY:  
LESSONS LEARNED 
Harold Kleinert 

KY Peer Support Network Project..  
•  The Critical Need for Friendships and Relationships…. 
•  Funded by the Commonwealth Council on Developmental 

Disabilities  
• Building Relationships between Students with Significant 

Disabilities and Their Peers 
•  Learning Together in General Education Classrooms 
•  Developing Friendships that Extend Beyond the Classroom to 

Other School and Non-School Activities 

Building Community Partners to Support 
Relationships 
• Community Conversation Events 

• Round 1 and 2: “What could we do as a community to 
increase meaningful peer interactions and friendships 
between students with and without disabilities in our 
school and community?” 

• Round 3: “What specific ideas could we begin to 
implement in the next two months that will lead to 
increased peer interaction and friendships between 
students with and without disabilities in our school and 
community?” 



Community Conversations 
•  To date, we have held six Community Conversations in 

order to get input from stakeholders, including school 
staff, students, families, and the larger community: 

•  10/21/2014 – King Middle School 
•  10/28/2014 – Danville Independent Schools 
•  12/04/2014 – Madisonville North Hopkins High School 
•  1/22/15 – Central Hardin High School 
•  8/27/15 – Simon Middle School 
•  10/1//15 – Model Lab Middle School 

Rate your level of agreement 
with the following !

Simons 
Middle 
School !

Danville 
High 

School!

Field 
Elementary!

King 
Middle 
School!

CHHS!

This conversation was a 
valuable use of my time and I 
was able to contribute!

3.54! 3.74! 4.0! 3.75! 3.6!

I feel this conversation will 
contribute to increased 
friendships and peer 
interactions for students with 
disabilities !

3.63! 3.52! 3.89! 3.8! 3.45!

This conversation improved 
my perceptions of the 
capacity of our community to 
improve friendships for 
students with disabilities !

3.62! 3.55! 3.78! 3.68! 3.19!

I am leaving the conversation 
with specific ways I can help 
increase peer interactions for 
students with disabilities !

3.42! 3.41! 3.67! 3.68! 3.19!

Overall satisfaction ! 3.63! 3.70! 4.00! 3.85! 3.29!

4-point, Likert-type scale: 4 = highly satisfied 

Infographics of conversation results…
Harvesting The Best ideas What Has Resulted? 

•  Inclusive service-learning projects (making blankets for 
families in need – two schools did this project; 
volunteering in the community to serve the elderly; 
collecting food) 

• A community resource map of inclusive social and 
recreational opportunities 

•  Inclusive community and school social events (cook-outs, 
dinners) 

• One school held a follow-up School Conversation event 
where just students could talk and generate their own 
ideas about how to expand inclusive social opportunities 

COMMUNITY 
CONVERSATIONS:  
LESSONS LEARNED 
Erik Carter 

Making Movements Community-Wide 

Inclusive 
Community 
Experiences

Young People with 
Disabilities

Families

Schools

Employers

Agencies

Increased Awareness, 
Attitudes, 

Expectations, and 
Opportunities

Na
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The Promise of this Approach 
• Asset-based focus 
• Configuration of 
stakeholders 

•  Involvement of new 
voices 

• Localized ideas 
•  Iterative structure 
• Solution-focused framing 
• Awareness building 
• Shared commitment 
• Socially valid approach 

To Learn More 

www.tennesseeworks.org/
communityconversations 

www.waisman.wisc.edu/cedd/pdfs/products/
community/LaunchingInclusiveEfforts.pdf 
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Your Questions and Reactions 


