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Why focus on improving employment outcomes for students with 
disabilities? 

Students with disabilities who are looking for employment often face many challenges.1 2 3 
They may lack work experience, social skills, and transportation that allows them to travel to 
and from their job. Among students with disabilities who have been out of high school 
between 1 and 4 years, 58 percent work full time at their current or last job. Of students 
without disabilities who have been out of high school for the same amount of time, 
80 percent work full time.4 

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act has responded to the challenges that these 
students face. This act requires that vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies dedicate at least 
15 percent of the money they have received from the federal government to offering 
pre-employment transition services (Pre-ETS) to students with disabilities. These students 
must qualify for, or possibly qualify for, VR services.5 Pre-ETS includes five elements: 

1. Counseling that focuses on exploring different job opportunities
2. Learning that takes place on the job
3. Counseling about opportunities to enroll in comprehensive transition or educational

programs after high school
4. Training that helps students with disabilities prepare for the workplace by developing

social and independent living skills
5. Training that helps students learn to speak up for oneself and make decisions without

feeling pressure to do things a certain way (known as self-advocacy)

Vocational rehabilitation counselors play an important role in providing opportunities to 
students with disabilities. This scoping review identifies practices that are based on evidence. 
It also describes methods that VR counselors may use to improve employment outcomes for 
students with disabilities. A scoping review is a type of report that contains research that has 
been gathered on a certain subject. Scoping reviews “can be used to map the key concepts 
underpinning a research area.”6 



What does the research say? 

The research uncovered several themes. These themes can help VR counselors use different 
approaches to help students with disabilities find and keep a job after high school. We have 
organized the themes by the five pre-employment transition services.  

Job Exploration Counseling  

The scoping review revealed four themes related to job exploration counseling and good 
practice: (1) career goal development, (2) family involvement, (3) cultural competence, and 
(4) teamwork and cooperation between agencies.  

What Can VR Counselors Do? 

• Start working with schools as
early as possible to identify and
create activities that can help
with career exploration. For
example, have students identify
their career goals.

• Speak to families in a way that
shows you respect and
understand their values and
opinions.

• Learn about the home life and
cultural background of students
with disabilities.

• Come up with ways to identify
partners who can help students
with disabilities make a
successful transition from school
to work.

Career goal development supports future work experiences.7 8 9 10 
11 VR counselors can help students develop goals for life after 
high school through the individualized education plans (IEPs) that 
they received at their school. Counselors may use IEPs to share 
insights about employment opportunities and education and 
training that are needed for certain jobs.  

Communicating with families of students with disabilities can 
help in making employment decisions.2 10 12 13 14 VR counselors 
work with parents and families to share information about 
employment, education, and training options for each person with 
a disability. Research shows that families who have good 
communication are a positive factor in planning for a career and 
making the transition from high school to employment. 

Cultural competence is an important quality for VR counselors. 12 

13 14 15 Students with disabilities often have very different cultural 
and language needs. VR counselors should consider the factors 
that can affect the process of getting and keeping a job. These 
factors include home environment, neighborhood, language 
barriers, and economic conditions. It is very important to involve 
the families of a diverse population of students with disabilities. VR counselors should be 
sensitive to the basic survival needs of the family. The family may depend on the income 
from a student’s job. VR counselors must consider this fact when they come up with a 
transition plan.  

A working relationship among rehabilitation professionals, students with disabilities, 
families, and the school system is very important for helping students with disabilities find 
and keep a job after high school. 3 7 10 11 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 VR counselors have a key role in 
these partnerships. They help smooth out the transition process and work through 
employment challenges that these students face after high school.  



Work-Based Learning 

This review identified three themes related to learning that 
happens on the job. These include (1) previous work experience, 
(2) the effect of Social Security income payments on 
employment, and (3) mentoring and other social supports that 
employers provide in the work environment.  

What Can VR Counselors Do? 

• Help students identify
internships, volunteer activities,
and short-term jobs that might
be a good fit for them.

• Carefully weigh the positives and
negatives of Supplemental
Security Income payments and
how these affect employment.

• Be aware of the social supports
that exist and develop ways to
identify possible role models,
mentors, and advocates.

Previous or early work experience supports employment for 
students with disabilities. 2 7 16 21 22 23 24 25 26 Holding a paying job 
during high school predicts employment after graduation. In 
addition, studies cite internships and other related practices as a 
good way to gain work experience. VR counselors who took park 
in a series of focus groups recommended that students with 
disabilities develop and practice their interviewing, 
communication, and job readiness skills in a variety of ways. 
These include job shadowing, volunteer work, work activities 
sponsored by the school, and more.  

Supplemental Security Income can discourage employment among students with 
disabilities.16 23 25 27 Supplemental Security Income payments limit earning potential, and they 
are a key barrier to employment. Changes to some Social Security income rules may lead to 
better employment outcomes. VR counselors should carefully weigh the positives and 
negatives of Supplemental Security Income payments when they discuss the topic with 
students.  

Work-based social supports such as mentoring and role modeling can lead to successful 
employment. 2 12 24 28 29 Peer mentors and advocates can students build confidence and 
develop positive social skills. Mentoring and other work-based social supports include 
advocates who support students with disabilities in a workplace setting. These can include 
formal mentors, formal role models, or any person who is able to advocate for students with 
disabilities. VR counselors should be aware of the kinds of social supports that exist for 
students with disabilities. They should also develop ways to identify people who might serve 
as role models, mentors, or advocates. 



Work-Force Readiness  

The scoping review uncovered three themes related to workforce readiness: (1) helping 
students with disabilities develop communication skills for job 
interviews, (2) giving them the support they need to build their 
social skills, and (3) helping students become familiar with 
different kinds of transportation that will enable them travel to 
work. 

What Can VR Counselors Do? 

• Use communication exercises
(for example, mock interviews) to
help students with disabilities
gain the skills they need for
employment.

• Identify which social skills need
improvement and opportunities
available to improve them.

• Help students with disabilities
become familiar with different
kinds of transportation.

Social and communication/interview skills are important in 
helping students with disabilities gain employment. 2 12 21 23 28 29 
30 31 32 33 Communication skills are important to these students. 
These skills predict successful employment after high school and 
college. VR counselors should use exercises such as mock or 
“pretend” interviews to help students with disabilities practice 
their speaking and listening skills. During these exercises, 
students also learn good posture and body language habits.

Social skills training for students with disabilities is related to 
higher work performance and success with coworkers, employers, and customers.2 23 28 29 31 33 
Also, social activities that involve interactions with other students are important for 
employment after high school and college. Social skills cover a wide range of different skill 
sets. It is important for VR counselors to be able to identify the kinds of social skills their 
students with disabilities need to improve, as well as opportunities to improve those skills.

The ability to use different kinds of transportation and to travel independently are positive 
predictors of employment after high school and college.2 21 23 28 29 30 31 VR counselors should 
help their students with disabilities become familiar with different forms of transportation. 
This could involve practice taking the bus, train, or other ways of getting to work.



Instruction in Self-Advocacy 

Three themes related to instruction self-advocacy emerged from this review: (1) self-
determination, (2) disclosure, and (3) workplace accommodations. Each theme is discussed in 
more detail next.

What Can VR Counselors Do? 

• Help plan activities that
encourage self-determination
(that is, activities related to
thinking through goals beyond
high school).

• Make sure that students have
access to a transition planning
process that helps them on
multiple levels.

• Make sure that students are
aware of the accommodations
that are available to them in the
workplace.

Self-determination skills are linked to a person’s quality of life. 
They can lead to greater satisfaction, competence and 
productivity, empowerment and independence, and social 
belonging.2 9 21 23 25 30 34 35 36 37 Self-determination is the ability 
to plan, make decisions, and carry out the activities that one 
considers to be important. Training in self-determination teaches 
students with disabilities about potential accommodations and 
their rights if they encounter discrimination in the workplace.  

Accommodations are adjustments that employers make to job 
duties or the work environment. These kinds of adjustments give 
people with disabilities equal opportunities in the workplace and 
help them perform their jobs to the same extent as people 
without disabilities. VR counselors should look for and suggest 
opportunities that will allow students to exercise their decision-
making skills. These could include having students create 
academic or career goals, develop schedules, and think through their ambitions beyond high 
school. 

Disclosure is the act of telling or revealing something about oneself. Disclosure plays a factor 
in employment. 2 11 13 22 28 30 32 35 37 38 Students who receive an orientation to the process of 
moving, or making the transition, from high school are more likely to disclose a disability 
early in their college career. Students who disclose their disability are more likely to remain 
employed after high school and college. Orientation services that help students with 
disabilities transition from high school should inform them about the kinds of services 
available to them after graduation. Those services may be offered at colleges, at trade 
schools, and in the workplace. These kinds of services must teach students that they can use 
these services only if they disclose their disability. 

The ability to request appropriate workplace accommodations is a skill that can help students 
with disabilities find and keep employment. 2 11 30 38 Students with disabilities should be 
engaged in activities that help them identify possible accommodations to support their goal of 
gainful employment. This might include going over with students what accommodations are 
available in the workplace and having them identify what accommodations they need to 
succeed. Having students practice asking for workplace accommodations in mock settings 
might also help them develop the self-advocacy skills they need to make these types of 
requests.  



Where does the evidence come from? 

This scoping review was conducted from research articles and research-based products 
(toolkits and training materials) published between 1998 and 2017. This date range was 
selected because the Workforce Investment Act was introduced in 1998. To filter out less 
relevant research, the search strategy included only published and gray literature from 1998 
through February 2017. Two independent reviewers reviewed all abstracts and titles of the 
search results for relevance. After a list of included studies was determined, a full-text review 
was performed and relevant information was extracted. The research articles and products 
included different types of studies from interviews, focus groups, surveys, and large studies 
to capture the breadth and depth of guidance on best practices. Of 96 articles and products 
reviewed, 34 were relevant to students with disabilities and employment outcomes for this 
population.  

This research was carried out under grant number 90DP0077 from the National Institute on Disability, 
Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR). NIDILRR is a Center within the 
Administration for Community Living (ACL), Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The 
contents do not necessarily represent the policy of NIDILRR, ACL, HHS, and you should not assume 
endorsement by the Federal Government.  
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