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The SourceAmerica Pathways to Careers (Pathways) program helps people with intel-
lectual or developmental disabilities (IDD) and people with autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD) obtain competitive integrated employment aligned with their skills, interests, 
strengths, and abilities. The Pathways service model is reliant on partnerships with 
employer organizations in the private, nonprofit, and public sectors that represent a 
range of career areas and will host interns and ultimately employ participants, if the 
internship is successful. To achieve permanent employment, employer partners must 
offer participants job training; ongoing employment supports, including natural sup-
ports in the workplace; and a work environment that meets participants’ conditions  
for success.1 

In this case study, we examine the Davis School District (DSD) in Davis County, 
Utah, to understand the factors that have contributed to its successful partnership with 
the Pathways program. We define highly successful partnerships as those in which the 
employer has hosted a minimum of four Pathways internships, hired at least two  
Pathways participants, and used the employer payroll tax adjustment (EPTA).2 Of  
the 93 Utah employers that have already partnered with Pathways, 2 meet these crite-
ria: the DSD and Futura Industries which we feature in a separate case study. In  
addition to meeting these criteria, the DSD was selected because it is a large local  
public entity, is the second-largest employer in Davis County, and employs four  
Pathways participants.

Building successful partnerships with employers who will host internships and employ 
Pathways participants is vital to the success of the Pathways initiative. Understanding the 
conditions under which a successful partnership is possible can help shape staff ’s out-
reach to prospective employers and interactions with managers during the internship and 
employment periods. Furthermore, this case study can aid in the program’s replicability as 
the service model is expanded beyond the four demonstration sites.
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1 Conditions for success are the 

conditions in the participant’s work 
environment (management style of 
direct supervisor, familiarization with 
job tasks, and needed accommoda-
tions) that will contribute to a suc-
cessful placement for the individual 
(Marc Gold & Associates 2015). 

2 If the Pathways participant earns at 
least $750 per month, the employer 
is eligible to receive EPTA payments 
ranging from $167 to $583 per 
month per participant, depending 
on the participant’s earnings and 
health plan enrollment. In Utah, 
Pathways will provide the EPTA for 
up to five years per participant.

About the Pathways to Careers Program 

The Pathways service model was developed by SourceAmerica in consultation with Marc Gold 

& Associates (MG&A). SourceAmerica is one of two nonprofit organizations that administer 

the AbilityOne program, which creates employment opportunities on federal government 

contracts for people with disabilities through a network of nonprofit agency partners. MG&A 

trained Pathways staff on the key service components and provided technical assistance after 

the program launched. Descriptions of these five service components follow:

• Discovery is a strengths-based assessment of a Pathways participant that focuses 

on identifying the interests, skills, and conditions for success for each participant. 

Examples of ideal work conditions include the participant’s work schedule, his or her 

commute to and from work, and the management style of his or her direct supervi-

sor. To uncover the ideal conditions in which the participant can work, Pathways staff 

members observe the participant in a variety of settings, including the participant’s 

home and community, in 10 to 15 Discovery sessions, culminating in a career-plan-

ning meeting with the career navigator, employer facilitator, participant, and family 

members to identify criteria for the ideal internship or employment match.

• Expanded Discovery and paid internships provide the opportunity to affirm or expand on 

what was learned about each individual during Discovery to further identify each partici-

pant’s ideal conditions for success. Paid internships allow Pathways participants to try dif-

ferent job responsibilities and determine whether the job is a suitable placement for them. 

Participants can experience one or more 8- to 12-week paid internships and develop a 

greater experience base from which to make decisions about employment. Pathways, 

rather than the employer, provides salary, benefits, and employment supports (for exam-

ple, job coaching or transportation). At the end of the internship, if a job offer is extended, 

the participant can move into employment or wait for placement in another internship.

• Employment supports (and integrated behavioral health/mental health services) 

are identified in the Discovery and Expanded Discovery phases, and a support plan is 

developed for each person.  If needed, behavioral health and/or mental health ser-

vices are coordinated with and/or identified and incorporated into the employment 

support plan. These integrated services are meant to help each participant success-

fully access and maintain employment.  

• Employment and the Employer Payroll Tax Adjustment (EPTA) are additional com-

ponents of the Pathways model if the participant accepts an employment offer. When 

a Pathways participant becomes employed, a Pathways staff member will help the 

participant negotiate wages, work schedule, and benefits. 

• Post-employment career support is offered by Pathways staff members after the par-

ticipant has accepted a job offer. Staff work with participants and employers to identify 

training, professional development, and educational opportunities, as well as mentors 

who will support their career development. Staff also help address concerns the partici-

pant or employer may have about the participant’s success in the job.

Pathways launched its program in Clearfield, Utah in 2012 and is being implemented by 

the Pioneer Adult Rehabilitation Center (PARC), a community rehabilitation program. 

Pathways has since expanded to three other sites in Massachusetts, Michigan, and Vir-

ginia in 2015. SourceAmerica contracted with Mathematica Policy Research to conduct a 

comprehensive evaluation of the Pathways to Career program.
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About the Davis School District

The Davis School District is in the north central part of the state of Utah. It is the second-

largest school district in Utah, comprised of 89 schools serving more than 71,000 students 

in grades K–12. In addition to operating all traditional public schools in the district, it 

operates two alternative schools and offers three special-purpose programs: (1) PARC, a 

community rehabilitation program serving people with disabilities that also administers the 

Pathways to Careers program; (2) the Family Enrichment Center, which provides preschool 

and Head Start programs; and (3) Farmington Bay, a youth correctional facility (Leffel et 

al. 2016). The DSD is large; its operating budget for fiscal year 2016 was $439 million, and 

it is the second-largest employer in Davis County, employing more than 6,000 full-time 

employees and approximately 8,000 total employees (Leffel et al. 2016). Full-time employ-

ees receive retirement benefits, health insurance, sick leave, life insurance, and short- and 

long-term disability insurance. 

Map of the Davis School District

Source: www.worldatlas.com.

The research questions focused on understand-
ing why the DSD chose to participate in 
Pathways, the DSD’s experience with the EPTA 
that Pathways offers, and DSD staff percep-
tions of the Pathways program. The research 
questions also explored the district’s experience 
hosting Pathways participants as interns and its 
experience with the employees hired through 
the Pathways program, from both the employer’s 
and the participants’ perspectives. We summarize 
key lessons learned here:

• Paid internships and the EPTA were key 
factors in deciding to collaborating with 
Pathways.

• An optimal job match occurs when a partici-
pant’s talents and skills fill an organizational 
need.

• Two former Pathways participants who have 
secured permanent employment in the DSD 
have achieved financial independence. 

• Employers should be open to partnering with 
Pathways and hiring workers with disabilities 
because of the substantial contributions these 
individuals can bring to the workforce.
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EARLY INVOLVEMENT WITH THE 
PATHWAYS TO CAREERS PROGRAM

We interviewed a DSD administrator, an 
elementary school principal, and a direct 
supervisor; we asked them about their early 
involvement with Pathways to understand why 
the school district chose to participate in the 
program. Understanding the employer’s motiva-
tions for participating in Pathways can inform 
the program’s employer recruitment efforts. It 
also can aid program staff in the newer Path-
ways sites who are building their networks of 
employer partners. As Pathways expands, it must 
continue to increase its network of participating 
employers so that internship and employment 
opportunities become available for the growing 
number of program participants with varying 
career interests. 

Data and Methods

We conducted a case study of the Davis School District to explore in depth an employer 

that has successfully partnered with the Pathways to Careers program. We met with 

several respondents to capture a wide range of perspectives on the DSD’s relationship 

with the Pathways program. We conducted semistructured, in-person interviews with 

a high-level administrator in the district, an elementary school principal who directly 

supervises one former Pathways participant, and a manager who supervises a Path-

ways participant who works in the printing department. The interviews covered the 

employer’s experience hiring workers with disabilities, motivations for partnering with 

Pathways, experiences with Pathways internships and employees hired through Path-

ways, and satisfaction with the Pathways program. We also met with three Pathways 

participants to obtain their perspective on their experiences working as an intern and as 

permanent employees for the DSD. Finally, we met with two Pathways staff who have 

interacted with the DSD since it partnered with Pathways. 

This case study synthesizes information collected from these eight respondents. 

Descriptive statistics on service use are from Pathways program data. Because the 

employers that have partnered with Pathways are unique in size, workforce, industry 

type, and employment sector, generalizability is limited, so the factors contributing 

to a successful placement at this employer will differ from the experiences of other 

employer partners. In addition, the supports provided to Pathways participants after the 

DSD hired them may differ from the supports provided to other participants who have 

secured employment through Pathways, due to differences in individual skills, abilities, 

and needs for supports on the job.

Davis School District  
Vision Statement

The Davis School District provides an  

environment where learning comes 

first. Students master essential learning 

skills, demonstrate civic responsibility, 

prepare for postsecondary education 

and careers, and engage in positive 

personal development. Parents are 

invested in their student’s education. 

Employees recognize the value of their 

individual contributions and commit to 

excellence. The community supports 

the educational process.

Source: Davis School District Strategic Plan.  
http://www.davis.k12.ut.us/Page/13
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by $80 million over a six-year period to address 
budget shortfalls. The EPTA payments created 
a new line of funding that offset the salary costs 
of Pathways participants hired into permanent 
positions. As of the end of 2016, the DSD had 
claimed $32,444 in EPTA payments. Although 
the EPTA covers only a portion of participants’ 
salaries, DSD leadership was happy to have the 
participants’ help that they otherwise would not 
have had due to budget constraints. 

DSD leadership was attracted to the paid 
internships because they allowed staff to observe 
firsthand an intern’s skills and contributions in 
the workplace and assess whether the placement 
could be a good fit. DSD leadership appreci-
ated having the option to not hire the intern if 
his/her abilities were not compatible with the 
requirements of the position.3 When asked if 
the internships were an attractive feature of the 
program, one respondent said, “We had a choice 
throughout the whole process, and the fact that 
we could say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ was important. [The 
Pathways initiative] was new and a risk for us so 
having a choice was important” when deciding 
to move forward with the initiative. 

EXPERIENCES HOSTING PATHWAYS 
INTERNS AND HIRING THEM AS 
EMPLOYEES

Experiences hosting interns

Between 2013 and the end of 2016, the 
DSD hosted 22 Pathways participants in 26 
internships and extended 11 job offers to 10 
participants. Four of these participants worked 
in customized internships, four in standard 
internships, one in an adapted internship, and 
one in both a hybrid and a standard internship 
(each resulting in a job offer from the DSD).4 
The internships ranged from 1 to 25 weeks, 
although four internships ended early and were 
not completed (Table 1). Pathways participants 
have worked as interns at Head Start programs 
and several schools and have provided support 
to the information technology (IT) and print-
ing services departments. The types of support 
interns have provided to  schools and depart-
ments is diverse; their internship titles have 
included teacher assistant, library assistant, media 
center assistant, physical education assistant, 
tutor, assistant maintenance engineer, facilities 
maintenance worker, receptionist, office  

The Pathways project director gave a presenta-
tion to the DSD administrators and Cabinet 
members. DSD leadership knows PARC; it 
oversees PARC, which administers the Path-
ways program. The presentation was positively 
received. Although the presentation gener-
ated some support for the initiative among 
DSD leadership, one respondent who strongly 
advocated for partnering with the program 
noted it would have been helpful to learn about 
the details of the program and how it would be 
implemented for the DSD before the presenta-
tion because it would have helped him better 
advocate for Pathways from the very beginning. 

DSD administrators reportedly did not have 
concerns about employing people with disabili-
ties before participating in Pathways, although 
it was not a priority. The DSD already had 
some experience hiring people with disabilities, 
particularly individuals with visual and mobility 
impairments. Before participating in Pathways, 
the DSD had hired people with physical dis-
abilities to fill teaching and other roles; the DSD 
provided job accommodations to these indi-
viduals in accordance with the Americans with 
Disabilities Act. The DSD had also provided job 
opportunities through PARC’s day training and 
facility-based employment program for adults 
with disabilities.  

At first, DSD leadership was unsure whether 
Pathways participants could be accommodated in 
its workplace environment. One respondent spoke 
of working in a prior position with a colleague 
with a disability; the respondent stated that this 
person’s work product was of inconsistent quality, 
and the person exhibited unexpected behaviors 
that disrupted the workplace. This respondent 
noted that some DSD staff speculated that Path-
ways participants would not adequately support 
the staff and carry out their job duties, but called 
this perspective “naïve in hindsight” because the 
four Pathways participants who have secured 
DSD jobs have proven to be capable and valued 
members of the workforce. 

In 2012, DSD leadership ultimately chose to 
participate in Pathways because it was attracted 
by the prospect of receiving EPTA payments for 
each Pathways participant the DSD hired, and 
the internships enabled staff to observe whether 
the job was a suitable placement. Faced with bud-
get constraints in recent years, the DSD report-
edly was forced to reduce its operating budget 

this page 
3 PARC establishes signed agree-

ments with each employer partner 
at three points in the process, to 
clarify the roles and responsibili-
ties of each entity as they relate to 
their participation in Pathways. 
First, employers review and sign the 
Partnership Agreement when they 
decide to collaborate with Pathways 
which communicates, among other 
things, that the employer will pro-
vide internship opportunities that 
lead to employment opportunities 
for Pathways participants. Second, 
employers sign an Internship Agree-
ment acknowledging that they will 
work with PARC to identify jobs with 
employment potential for Path-
ways participants at the end of the 
internship period. Lastly, employers 
sign an Employment Agreement 
describing their responsibilities 
when they hire Pathways partici-
pants as permanent employees. 

4 Pathways interns can participate 
in any of four types of internships: 
standard, adapted, customized, 
and hybrid. Standard internships 
are existing jobs. Adapted intern-
ships entail the carving away of 
duties in an existing job that are 
barriers to a participant to achieve 
a suitable match between the job 
and the participant’s interests and 
abilities. Customized internships are 
those in which a nonstandard job is 
established and the job duties are 
defined based on Pathways staff 
negotiations with the employer 
to structure the job in ways that 
maximize a particular intern’s 
productivity. Hybrid internships are 
non-negotiated customized jobs, 
meaning the employer’s standard 
practice is to customize job tasks 
to maximize the productivity of any 
employee (Livermore et al. 2016).
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could see that the DSD would only hire Pathways 
interns who fit well in the workplace. 

Two DSD staff members spoke of how the 
internships were a period of adjustment for the 
participants, supervisors, and co-workers and an 
opportune time to observe whether the intern’s 
interests and talents were a good match for the 
position. For example, one participant with ASD 
slowly adjusted to the workplace environment and 
his new colleagues over several weeks. At first, 
the participant was uncomfortable because his 
workplace and colleagues were unfamiliar to him. 
He did not speak with staff he did not know, and 
he used gestures and other nonverbal communi-
cation to express himself. Pathways staff worked 
alongside this person during the first couple of 
weeks to develop his social skills and help him 
successfully onboard to his position. At the end of 
his internship, this participant was offered a per-
manent position; he reportedly transformed over 
time into a confident and social team member 
who thrives when interacting with colleagues, so 
much so that he volunteers to deliver all the print 
jobs to staff working in his building. 

Experiences hiring Pathways 
participants

As of December 2016, four interns had secured 
permanent DSD jobs. Three of the hired interns 
work about 30 hours per week and receive fringe 
benefits such as health insurance and optional 401k 
benefits (Table 2). These participants also received 
a nominal amount of job supports from Pathways 
staff during their first 90 days of employment, 
ranging from 1.5 total hours to 17 hours  
of on-the-job supports. The fourth hired intern 

assistant, printing technician, data technician, 
and computer technician. 

Most employees, particularly new hires, bring 
some risk to an organization because their 
productivity on the job is not yet known; they 
may demonstrate poor performance, which can 
be costly to manage; or the staff person may leave 
their position after completing their training. 
The DSD staff we spoke with expressed a general 
willingness to host Pathways interns, even though 
it might not lead to successful placements, 
because so few risks were involved; the DSD 
could opt out if the Pathways intern’s interests, 
skills, or abilities were not a suitable match for 
the position. One DSD staff person pointed out 
that Pathways participants can try a job and see 
if the job duties and work conditions are a good 
fit, at no cost to the employer. This respondent 
also valued the flexibility the Pathways program 
offers to employers during the internship period. 
For example, one internship was scheduled for 
two weeks, lasted one week, and ended in a job 
offer to the participant. Another internship was 
scheduled to last 8 weeks but was extended to 24 
weeks. Of the 13 internships extended beyond 
their agreed length of time, 9 ended in a job offer. 
In total, the DSD hosted 22 Pathways partici-
pants in internships between 2013 and 2016 and 
extended 11 job offers. Four of the job offers were 
accepted and the interns now work in permanent 
positions. The other seven job offers were not 
accepted because the work hours did not suit the 
participants’ needs and two interns decided they 
wanted to work with older adults rather than kids. 
When the DSD leadership chose to not extend 
job offers to some Pathways interns, this added 
more legitimacy to the partnership because staff 

 Table 1

Characteristics 
of Davis School 
District internships           
(n = 26) obtained 
through Pathways

 Internship measures Minimum Maximum Average

Number of internships per participant 1.0 2.0 1.2

Number of hours worked per week 5.3 31.9 18.5

Number of weeks per internship 1.0 25.0 10.8

Number of hours of on-site support 
provided by Pathways staffa 1.0 129.3 48.6

Source: Pathways MIS data through January 2017.
aIncludes one ongoing internship.

Davis School 
District’s experience 

with Pathways  
at a glance

•  26 internships 
hosted

•  11 paid jobs  
offered to interns 

•  4 interns hired  
into paid jobs 

•  $32,444 in EPTA 
payments received 
through December 
2016
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notions about workers with disabilities were 
wrong and this individual’s strengths, such as his 
photographic memory, high attention to detail, 
and dependability, have brought significant 
value to the department. Initially, she trained 
this person to shrink-wrap packages. After he 
mastered this task and adjusted to the workplace, 
his confidence grew and he took the initiative 
to complete more tasks, which allowed him to 
expand his role in the department. For example, 
he is now responsible for entering data from 
all handwritten invoices into the computer to 
be transmitted to the accounting department. 
His supervisor checks his work, which usually is 
error free. Since joining the department, he has 
been trained to complete all job tasks and has 
become a great asset to the team. 

All three DSD staff members with whom we 
spoke described how Pathways participants bring 
tremendous value to the organization. These 
placements have been successful in part because 
each participant’s job is closely aligned with 
the “conditions of success” revealed through the 
Discovery process, and their job duties build on 
their core competencies and past work experi-
ences (Table 3). For example, one participant is 
proficient in computer programming through 
past coursework and training. His conditions for 
success included working independently, receiving 
frequent feedback, and working the daytime shift 

works 17 hours per week and does not receive 
fringe benefits. This participant has worked in 
several internships; she did not receive any job sup-
ports from Pathways staff during her first 90 days 
of employment in her most recent position.

Although the Pathways participants often 
were hired into newly created positions, they 
required few accommodations. For example, one 
employed participant is allowed to take longer 
breaks when needed. Two Pathways participants 
use public transit to travel to and from work; 
Pathways staff currently drive the third par-
ticipant to and from work, and a relative of the 
fourth participant drives him to work each day. 
All four participants work a set schedule.  

Two DSD staff members we met with said 
that the skills and abilities of many Pathways 
participants have exceeded their expectations. 
One interviewee initially had reservations about 
having Pathways staff support the printing 
services group because it is a busy depart-
ment that handles copying, printing, binding, 
and lamination for all 150 DSD schools and 
departments. In addition, staff use complex, 
computerized equipment that is not intuitive. 
The respondent was open to hosting a Pathways 
intern but questioned whether a person with 
a severe disability could be accommodated in 
the workplace. She noted that her preconceived 

 Table 2

Characteristics 
of Davis School 
District jobs 
obtained through 
Pathways

Employment Measures

 Employed 
participant

Date of 
hire

Number of 
months at 

job
Hourly 
wage

Monthly 
gross 
wagea

Fringe
benefitsb Career cluster

1
August 
2013

42 $13.03 $1,449 Yes
3 (Arts, A/V 

Technology, and 
Communications)

2
September 

2016
4 $11.31 $833 No

5 (Education  
and training)

3
February 

2016
11 $12.81 $1,421 Yes

5 (Education 
and training)

4
February 

2014
35 $16.21 $1,912 Yes

11 (Information 
technology)

Source: Pathways MIS data through January 2017.
aMonthly gross wages are from Pathways programmatic data submitted through November 2016, and exclude bonuses. 
bFringe benefits include health insurance and 401k.
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 Table 3

Characteristics 
of Pathways 
participants hired 
by the Davis School 
District

 Employed  
participant

Educational and  
work experience

Skills/ 
certifications

Conditions  
for success

1 • High school graduate 
• Completed the Students 

Transitioning to Adult 
Responsibilities post-
secondary  
transition program 

• Volunteered in schools, 
the retail sector, and 
small businesses

• Data entry
• Typing
• Using office 

equipment
• Proficient at 

using computers

• Small work group
• Monday–Friday work 

schedule
• Familiar co-workers
• Desires verbal  

instructions and 
modeling

2 • High school graduate 
• Attended applied  

technology college
• Completed a service  

mission
• Worked in retail,  

genealogy, child care,  
and human resources

• Data entry
• Filing
• Research
• Customer service
• Inventory
• Receptionist
• Credential  

verification
• CPR certified

• Regular routines
• Social interaction
• Flexible breaks
• Familiar  

co-workers

3 • Volunteered in  
elementary schools

• Completed a service  
mission

• Certified Zumba 
instructor

• Proficient at 
using computers 

• Monday–Friday work 
schedule 

• Restricted access to 
food

• Ability to take breaks 
from sitting

• Desires verbal  
instructions and 
modeling 

• Advance notice of 
changes in job duties

4 • High school graduate 
• More than 2,500 hours 

of education and 
training in computer 
programming and  
drafting

• Experience as data 
technician in DSD IT 
department

• Experience 
with SQL, Java/
HTML, Auto CAD, 
SolidWorks, and 
MS Office suite

• Installing  
hardware

• Programming 
using “Clean 
Scripts”

• Work hours that align 
with public transit 
schedules

• Specialized keyboard
• Frequent feedback
• Independent work

Source: Participant’s visual resumes developed by Pathways staff during Discovery.

in an accessible work environment. While work-
ing in the IT department, he writes SQL scripts 
to respond to ad hoc requests and also creates 
forms so that DSD staff can run reports from the 
school district’s databases. His position meets all 
his conditions for success and leverages the skills 
he has honed through his extensive coursework. 
One DSD staff person remarked that this person 

was “successful from the get-go” and described 
him as a “diamond in the rough,” noting his 
technical skills and productivity have exceeded 
expectations. This staff member also spoke highly 
of the participant’s strong work ethic, which has 
reportedly influenced his co-workers to improve 
their own work effort and productivity. 
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DSD staff also spoke of how Pathways partici-
pants have positively influenced their organiza-
tion by raising awareness about the value workers 
with disabilities can bring to the organization. 
One staff person said that having a Pathways 
participant work directly with the students in 
the elementary school has benefited the students 
because they see that people with disabilities can 
be productive and are valued staff members. This 
respondent also emphasized the importance of 
giving Pathways participants the freedom to learn 
and grow in their positions.

PARTICIPANT PERSPECTIVE

We interviewed three Pathways participants,  
who were hired as permanent employees in 
February 2014, February 2016, and September 
2016, to gain their perspectives on their intern-
ships and experiences working in the DSD.  
The first participant spoke positively about the 
Pathways program, referring to it as “a blessing.” 
He enjoys his work and aspires to work full-time 
in the future. Before joining Pathways, he took 
classes at Davis Applied Technology College in 
computer programming, but he had not worked 
in the past. After completing Discovery, this 
individual began his 12-week internship with the 
DSD in October 2013. At the beginning of his 
internship, Pathways staff helped him improve his 
speed to complete tasks; since then, however, he 
has needed minimal support. When his intern-
ship ended in February 2014, he was offered a 
part-time position working 30 hours per week 
on average in the IT department. His colleagues 
view him as highly talented and possessing a 
strong work ethic. When asked if he had any 
recommendations for improving the program, he 
suggested that Pathways participants and their 
families meet with their future supervisors before 
starting an internship. He conveyed that some 
family members may be overprotective or have 
questions about the internship. Opening up a line 
of communication may help families feel more 
comfortable about the opportunity. 

Before applying to the Pathways program, 
the second participant had volunteered at an 
elementary school and worked in PARC’s 
day training and facility-based employment 
program for adults with disabilities. He began 
his internship as a teacher’s assistant in an 
elementary school in September 2015, about 
one month after completing Discovery. Teacher’s 

Another Pathways participant volunteered in the 
past with elementary school students. After he 
joined Pathways, he sought a position working 
five days a week in a setting where he received 
verbal instructions, training, and comprehensive 
workplace accommodations. Through Pathways, 
the participant obtained employment as a teach-
er’s assistant in a local elementary school. When 
asked to rate his satisfaction with the participant’s 
job performance on a scale of 1 to 10, his direct 
supervisor rated his performance as a 10, the 
highest level of satisfaction, because he is reliable, 
productive, personable, and receptive to feedback, 
noting that his performance has improved over 
time. The Pathways participants are produc-
tive staff members, and they have successfully 
integrated into their respective departments.

DAVIS SCHOOL DISTRICT STAFF 
MEMBERS’ SATISFACTION WITH 
PATHWAYS 

All three staff members with whom we spoke 
viewed the Pathways to Careers program posi-
tively. One staff person noted that the education 
Pathways staff provided to interns’ supervisors 
and co-workers before the start of the internship 
contributed to a successful placement. Before 
each internship began, Pathways staff educated 
the direct supervisor and co-workers about the 
participant’s work-related experiences, skills, and 
what works well for that person in the workplace 
setting. This upfront education prepared the rest 
of the staff for what to expect when working 
with each individual, including any special needs 
that might require a reasonable accommodation 
to help that person carry out their job duties.5 

At the start of the internship, Pathways staff 
work side by side with participants to help them 
assimilate to their roles and job duties. Pathways 
staff gradually reduce the level of support they 
provide to participants, “fading out” as these 
participants adjust to their workplace, colleagues, 
and new job responsibilities. Knowing that 
Pathways staff were available to provide support 
at the start of each internship helped ease any 
concerns that DSD staff had about working with 
someone with a significant disability. Another 
DSD staff person praised the support Pathways 
staff provided to help address minor issues that 
arose in the workplace during the early phases of 
employment. 

this page 
5 The Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) of 1990 prohibits discrimina-
tion in employment on the basis of 
a disability. One provision under the 
ADA requires employers to provide 
reasonable accommodations that 
“enable the employment of qualified 
individuals with disabilities” (Roth-
stein 2015). Reasonable accommo-
dations can include (among other 
things) making facilities accessible, 
job restructuring, reduced or modi-
fied work schedules, or modification 
of equipment or devices needed to 
perform one’s job duties.

“It [Pathways] has 
opened our eyes to the 
fact that people with  
disabilities can function 
and be successful. . . . 
A lot of people would  
say we’d welcome 
somebody with a  
disability, but in reality 
you go in with fear.  
This experience has 
eased that fear and 
speculation.” 

—DSD staff member
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Pathways. The internships provided a no-risk 
way for staff to observe Pathways participants’ 
ability to support the DSD and revealed the 
degree of compatibility between the participant’s 
interests, skills, and abilities and the require-
ments of the position. The internships also 
helped ease staffing constraints when the DSD 
encountered staff shortages. The prospect of 
receiving EPTA payments was also a key factor 
in the DSD’s decision to partner with Pathways 
because the payments created a new line of 
funding to help address budget constraints. As 
of the end of 2016, the district had claimed 
$32,444 in EPTA payments, which offset the 
costs of Pathways participants’ salaries after they 
were hired into permanent positions. 

An optimal job match occurs when a par-
ticipant’s talents fill an organizational 
need. The four participants hired as permanent 
employees in the DSD possess talents and 
strengths that address a need in the organiza-
tion. Each participant’s core competencies and 
skills aligned with the requirements of the posi-
tion they filled, allowing them to thrive in their 
role and to demonstrate value to the staff with 
whom they work. In some cases, the job match 
is not always perfect in the beginning, but an 
optimal job match can occur when co-workers 
are willing to make some adaptations. When-
ever an intern or employee starts to work in an 
organization, there is a transition period during 
which the new intern or employee adjusts to his 
or her new position, colleagues, and the norms 
in the workplace. Flexibility and patience on the 
part of the staff are reportedly key to facilitating 
a successful placement. When asked what they 
would tell an employer who is considering hiring 
people with disabilities, one DSD staff member 
said, “Find a fit and a need, and be patient. 
Allow the process to have some time to see if it’s 
successful. . . .Don’t bring them in with minimal 
expectations; they can do a lot more than we 
think they can. On occasion, if it is not a perfect 
fit, then maybe there is somewhere else in your 
company where it will be. Flexibility is critical.” 

Two former Pathways participants who 
have secured permanent DSD employ-
ment have achieved greater financial 
independence. DSD extended job offers to 
two Pathways participants in 2013 and 2014, 
and both individuals have since achieved greater 
financial independence. The former Pathways 
participants received federal disability benefits 

assistant jobs are typically 17.5 hours per week, 
but the flexibility of the internship allowed this 
individual to take on additional roles helping in 
the library and in the media center and helping 
students with disabilities improve their reading. 
The participant also works on the playground 
during recess and during physical education 
classes, which increased his schedule to 29 hours 
each week. He was offered a permanent position 
after his internship ended, and he maintains the 
same job responsibilities. The participant enjoys 
interacting with students and his colleagues 
on the job. Although his main motivation is 
working with children, he conveyed that earning 
a paycheck is also important to him; he is saving 
to go on a cruise during spring break.

The third participant joined Pathways in 2013 after 
learning about the program from her vocational 
rehabilitation counselor. This individual applied 
because she wanted to receive help finding and 
keeping a job. Her mother reported that Path-
ways staff helped to “pin down which skills and 
strengths she had…as opposed to the things that 
she thought she wanted to do and then found 
out later were too hard.” Since joining Pathways, 
the participant has worked in six internships in a 
variety of roles, including interning in the DSD 
as a receptionist and as a teacher’s assistant at an 
elementary school. Her internship as a receptionist 
ended early after five weeks because the job duties 
were too difficult. In her most recent position, she 
was hired as a permanent employee as a teacher’s 
assistant at an elementary school. She enjoys her 
work, especially interacting with students in the 
after-school program. 

LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE 
DAVIS SCHOOL DISTRICT’S 
EXPERIENCE WITH PATHWAYS

When reflecting on the development of the 
Pathways partnership with the DSD, respon-
dents offered four lessons that might inform 
program staff ’s efforts to help participants access 
integrated employment and build their networks 
of participating employers who are critical to the 
overall success of the Pathways program. 

Paid internships and EPTA were key 
factors in deciding to collaborate with 
Pathways. DSD respondents conveyed that 
the paid internships and EPTA payments were 
key factors in DSD’s decision to collaborate with 

“The district is  
helping people with 
disabilities who would 
encounter challenges 
finding employment  
elsewhere. Seeing the 
difference we’ve made 
in these kids’ lives. . . 
.Would he be able to 
find employment that’s 
steady that he could stay 
at for 20 years? It’s ben-
efited all of us because 
we’re helping them out, 
but on the flip side we’re 
getting quality employ-
ees. . .and it’s an overall 
good deal for everyone 
involved.” 

—DSD staff member
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disabilities in the workplace and community. 
Under this principle, integrated employment in a 
community-based work setting is the first option 
for providing employment services to youth and 
adults with significant disabilities (U.S. Office of 
Disability Employment Policy 2013). Thirty-two 
states have an official Employment First policy 
in place tied to legislation or a policy directive 
making integrated employment a priority goal 
for people with intellectual or developmental 
disabilities (Butterworth et al. 2013; Hoff 2016). 
The remaining states have Employment First 
efforts and initiatives under way but no official 
Employment First policy (Hoff 2016).  

The Pathways to Careers program is an avenue 
for adults with severe disabilities to secure 
competitive integrated employment, which is a 
key objective of the system change efforts under 
the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
and Employment First. As we have observed 
firsthand through Pathways, not only does 
working increase individuals’ self-confidence 
and self-esteem, but work that is meaningful 
and competitive also can increase individuals’ 
financial independence and help ensure their full 
inclusion in the workplace and broader commu-
nity. Pathways promises to continue expanding 
its reach as enrollment grows in the three sites 
that were launched in 2015. 
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in the past, and transitioned off benefits after 
becoming employed because each had earned 
substantial wages for a sustained period of time, 
making them ineligible for these benefits.6 Both 
participants enjoy a rich benefits package, includ-
ing health coverage and 401k benefits. 

Employers should be open to the possi-
bility of hiring workers with disabilities. 
We asked DSD staff what they would tell other 
employers that are approached to participate in 
Pathways or are considering hiring people with 
disabilities. One respondent said that Pathways 
offers employers “an opportunity to add to your 
business at minimal risk” and that hiring Path-
ways participants “will add to the positive culture” 
in the organization. DSD staff believe that 
Pathways participants have become productive 
and valued members of its workforce, and these 
successful placements have opened people’s minds 
to the possibility of hiring people with disabilities.  

CONCLUSION

In recent years, federal policies and initiatives 
have emphasized integrated community employ-
ment for people with disabilities, especially those 
with intellectual or developmental disabilities. The 
Developmental Disabilities Assistance and Bill 
of Rights Act, signed into law in 2000, states the 
goals of independence, productivity, and inclusion 
of people with developmental disabilities in all 
facets of community life. The 1999 U.S. Supreme 
Court ruling in Olmstead v. L.C. emphasizes 
integrated employment as the preferred outcome 
for people with severe disabilities and prohibits 
the unnecessary institutionalization and segrega-
tion of people with disabilities. In response to 
the Olmstead ruling, many states have expanded 
the capacity of their community-based service 
systems, established Olmstead plans, and begun 
to examine the role of sheltered workshops, 
which often employ people with intellectual or 
developmental disabilities at subminimum wages 
in segregated settings.7 The Workforce Innova-
tion and Opportunity Act, passed by Congress 
in 2014, is also transforming the public work-
force system and improving access to workforce 
services for people with disabilities and preparing 
them for competitive integrated employment 
(U.S. Department of Labor 2014).

In addition to these federal policies, the concept 
of Employment First has spread to support the 
full inclusion of people with the most significant 
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6 Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI) beneficiaries 
can take advantage of a nine-
month trial work period, during 
which the beneficiary receives 
full SSDI benefits, regardless of 
the amount of monthly earnings, 
as long as the beneficiary reports 
his or her work activity and has 
a disabling impairment. After the 
beneficiary completes his or her 
trial work period, the Social Security 
Administration (SSA) evaluates the 
beneficiary’s work and earnings 
to determine whether he or she 
can work at the substantial gainful 
activity (SGA) level. If the SSA 
determines that substantial work 
is occurring, the beneficiary is not 
entitled to receive SSDI benefits 
for months in which earnings are 
more than the SGA level, which is 
$1,170 per month in gross earnings 
in 2017 for a nonblind individual 
(Social Security Administration 
2016). Pathways participants receive 
benefit counseling from their local 
work incentives planning and 
assistance counselor to help them 
understand how wages earned 
during an internship or permanent 
employment will affect their federal 
disability benefits or medical 
benefits (Marc Gold and Associates 
2015). 

7 According to the U.S. Department 
of Justice (2011), “An Olmstead plan 
is a public entity’s plan for imple-
menting its obligation to provide 
individuals with disabilities opportu-
nities to live, work, and be served in 
integrated settings.” The plan must 
reflect an analysis of the extent to 
which the public entity is provid-
ing services in the most integrated 
setting and must contain concrete 
commitments to expand integrated 
opportunities.
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