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PURPOSE 
The Employment Systems Change Coalition (ESCC) represents multiple 
organizations and advocacy groups throughout Kansas who work together across 
fields of disability to support the common goal of improving employment 
outcomes for Kansans with disabilities.  Members are committed to the long-term 
process of working together to support not only seeing more people employed, 
but also addressing systematic barriers to employment for persons with 
disabilities.  This effort has been made possible through the Empower Kansans 
grant from UnitedHealthcare.   

VALUES 

Employment First 

We support Employment First initiatives and recognize this as a “framework for 
systems change that is centered on the premise that all citizens, including 
individuals with significant disabilities, are capable of full participation in 
integrated employment and community life,” as defined by the U.S. Department 
of Labor. 

Inclusion 

Regarding systems change, we support a process that is inclusive and considers 
individuals with disabilities as primary stakeholders. The activities of our grant are 
based on these values, and we believe that any systems change in Kansas should 
consider and include feedback from people with disabilities.   

All Fields of Disability 

Although each service delivery system may have challenges unique to their field 
or funding structure, it is absolutely vital that Kansas have a comprehensive 
approach to improving employment outcomes for all individuals with disabilities. 

All Stakeholders 

No one entity can truly impact systems change. Research shows that top-down 
and bottom-up strategies both fail in comparison to a systems change process 
that includes all levels of engagement. It is important to include all stakeholders 
in any change process, including:

 People with Disabilities 
 Family Members 
 Guardians 
 Disability Advocates 
 Service Providers 

 Informal Supports/Partners 
 State Agency Staff 
 State & Local Government Employees 
 Government Decision Makers 
 Businesses 

Utilize Proven and Effective Strategies 

As we look across the nation, we can see areas that are experiencing success. The 
Office for Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) recognizes several key states as 
high performers and also establishes effective practices. Using strategies with a 
proven record of success will help encourage buy-in by stakeholders. 
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ACTIVITY UPDATE  
Constituency Engagement 

Stakeholders are being engaged through a variety of methods including focus groups, surveys and interviews. Stakeholder 
feedback will allow ESCC members to establish a baseline of what is happening in Kansas as well as outline areas of need 
within the state. 

1) Focus groups were held across Kansas (June 2015-August 2015) using a research-based town hall method of engagement.   

This proven method utilizes actual transcripts versus a summary or notes.    

 16 sessions in 7 cities, with 320 people in attendance 

 7 sessions for persons with disabilities, self-advocates and natural supports 
 7 sessions for service providers, both front line and administration 
 1 session each at the Self-Advocate Coalition of Kansas (SACK) Conference and the Kansas Disability Caucus 

2) Online survey (December 2015-present) 

 Currently engaging stakeholders in the disability community to obtain diversified survey responses 

 Thus far, we have obtained over 1,000 survey responses from various constituencies and stakeholders including 

persons with disabilities of all ages, families, guardians, service providers, state employees, etc.   

 Survey is currently open and available at http://tinyurl.com/Kansas1K 

Themes of Focus Group Feedback 

Although constituency engagement is still in process, this information reflects the feedback and concerns of participants in the 
focus groups mentioned above, who were persons with disabilities, their natural supports and service providers.   Additional 
and more specific information will be made available upon finalization of the coalition’s recommendation and completion of 
the online survey.  The bullet points below are a summary of key points made by participants at these focus groups.         

 Job Opportunities: 

 A lack of competitive, integrated job options was reported, particularly in rural areas.   
 People with intellectual or developmental disabilities regularly reported working several jobs in different settings, 

piecing jobs together.  Unfortunately, it appears to be uncommon for a person to work over 20 hours in an 
integrated employment setting.   

 Underemployment for people with mental health, physical, or sensory disabilities was noted overall.   
 There is a lack of support or understanding for creating business partnerships, with some service providers 

reportedly “begging” employers for jobs.   
 A pervasive confusion about benefits (SSA, medical, food stamps, housing, etc.) related to employment was 

noted, including conflicting information provided about agency, state and federal policies that govern benefits.   
 Participants cite a lack of incentives to increase work hours combined with fear of losing benefits. 

 
 Transportation:   

 Transportation is noted as a major barrier in both rural and urban areas (limited schedules, routes, access & cost).   
 Many people with disabilities don’t drive or can’t afford car ownership/insurance. 
 Families and service providers provide employment transportation, often at their own cost.   

 
 Vocational Rehabilitation (VR): 

 Comments demonstrate that concerns with VR services have increased in recent years.  
 Staffing shortages, high turnover and lack of knowledge were commented on regarding VR staff, as well as 

longstanding, multiple position vacancies for VR counselors in some areas.   
 Inconsistent service and procedures were noted, with varied experiences by region, counselor, and supervisor.   
 People report not receiving help or waiting for months or up to years. 
 Some state they have “given up” trying to obtain services and report it is difficult to navigate the system.  
 Frustration was expressed regarding unused VR funds returned to federal government. 
 Comments demonstrate positive results related to assistive technology. 
 Some expressed that if you get an experienced VR counselor who is “one of the good ones” and can keep that 

counselor, then you can obtain great supports from VR (paying for college, transportation, etc.)  
 Questions were raised about VR oversight and departmental location within the state structure. 
 Providers expressed concerns about delayed payment for services. 

http://tinyurl.com/Kansas1K
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 Participants report that assistance is available for transportation to job preparation classes, but not to the 
workplace once employed.   

 
 Transition:  

 Transition needs to start earlier, be more proactive and provide more accurate information. 
 Schools don’t focus on big picture for lifelong independence.  Cookie cutter transition services fail to consider 

student’s interests, and students don’t learn what their own skills are or what type of work is available. 
 Some students graduate with job experience but no jobs are available for them.   
 Families report a lack of integration with VR and schools regarding Pre-Employment Transition Services (PETS). 
 Students, parents, teachers and school personnel need better education about transition. 
 Some still believe that a person has to be 21 to receive HCBS-IDD day services, so the years after graduation (ages 

18-21) are often spent “sitting on the couch.” 
 

 Supported Employment and/or Longer-Term/Ongoing Employment Supports:  

 Supported employment is considered effective for finding and retaining a job, but services are not widely 
available. 

 Concern exists about the lack of funding for job coaches to work with people for longer-term needs. 
 Longer-term supports are considered “mostly non-existent”. 
 Inconsistent and inaccurate information given about supported employment programs.  There is notable 

confusion about what supported employment is and how to access it.   
 Supported Employment rates do not cover the cost of providing the service; providers must subsidize the service 

in order to provide it.   
 

 Medicaid Buy-In Programs:  

 Working Healthy and the WORK program are valued by those who qualify and live independently. 
 These are generally viewed by participants as program(s) that enable people to earn more, save more, achieve 

their career goals, and still maintain their health coverage. 
 Limitations shared include not being able to access HCBS services, so the person has to choose between personal 

needs and work.  There is also a personal cost if the person loses a job is lost and not employed again within the 
allowed timeframe.   
 

 Businesses/Employers:  

 Employer accommodations and understanding are most effective when service providers and consumers work 
closely with a business to explain the employee’s needs. 

 Management changes often result in a person who has been successful in the workplace losing his/her job. 
 New corporate requirements for cross-training result in job loss when the person is unable to perform all duties. 
 Disability discrimination exists; some employers are simply not willing to provide accommodations. 
 Employers need education about workers’ compensation and/or to follow the rules – people have been fired or 

told to go on unpaid leave for an injury. 
 

 Managed Care Organizations (MCOs):  

 Participants reported that some care coordinators/administration do not inform consumers about their 
employment services if they have any. 

 Attitude of MCO employees viewed as not productive; care coordinators only want to know if consumer has a 
job, not to help, creating a feeling that the care coordinator is “ticking off a box.” 

 Requests are denied – e.g., MCO refused speech therapy for a consumer when the employer requested it. 

State Mentors 

Many other states have wrestled with the same employment issues that we have in Kansas, and certain states have 
demonstrated marked success, either in key areas/programs or overall. This creates opportunities for Kansas to learn from 
other states’ processes in implementing systems change.  Coalition members visited the following states to gather information 
about their processes:   Delaware, Iowa, New Hampshire, Oklahoma & Washington. 
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Delaware 

Delaware’s Department of Labor (which provides oversight to the state’s Vocational Rehabilitation program), Department of 
Education, and Department of Developmental Disability Services collaborate together to braid funds and share data to ensure 
each youth with disabilities receives continuous services that focus on employment.  Their Early Start Initiative educates high 
school youth with developmental disabilities and their families about benefits and accommodations.  Each youth leaves high 
school with a written VR Individualized Plan for Employment and long-term supports, if needed, are provided by the state DD 
agency.   To date, 80% attain integrated employment.  Pathways to Employment is a new Medicaid 1915(i) state plan option 
specifically targeted to youth 14-25, who have physical disabilities, blindness or visual impairment, autism spectrum disorders, 
Asperger’s syndrome or intellectual disabilities.  This new option offers a comprehensive array of supported employment 
services to achieve competitive, integrated employment and an employment navigator in lieu of a traditional case manager.   
Pathways to Employment, because it is a Medicaid state plan option, is available statewide, immediately upon determination 
of eligibility (no waiting list).  Delaware passed a state law requiring transition services to be reported from the Employment 
First perspective.   In addition to youth programs, Delaware’s Medicaid 1115 demonstration includes a program called 
Promise is designed to advance adults with Substance Abuse/Mental Health Disabilities out of poverty.  The collaboration 
involves MCOs, state agencies and private providers working together to offer a comprehensive array of services – housing, 
employment supports, case management, wrap around, etc.   

Iowa 

Iowa has several key factors in common with Kansas, including significant rural areas and a Medicaid system that is moving to 
managed care. Iowa stands out in its commitment to designing and implementing systems changes to support innovation in 
employment services largely due to cooperation among state agencies and employment service providers along with a variety 
of large grants that have accelerated systems change and efforts to improve employment outcomes. Impacted by Drake 
University’s Rehabilitation Counselor program, a synergy between professionals, colleagues and educators is noted in the 
acquisition of grants and the establishment of work groups that have resulted in policy and systems change. Vocational 
Rehabilitation leadership has worked effectively with Medicaid programs to create partnerships, memorandums of 
understanding, cost-sharing agreements and policy alignment to ensure that VR and Medicaid dollars are fully coordinated, 
and that federal matching dollars are fully leveraged. In addition, the state Department of Health Services undertook a project 
that involved providers and other key stakeholders in a series of forums to provide feedback about existing employment 
service definitions and rates followed by an intensive stakeholder workgroup process which resulted in updated and improved 
service definitions and rates which are being implemented to incentivize employment services over segregated and non-
employment related services. Regular meetings of various groups and professionals ensure continued progress, cooperation 
and involvement at all levels.  

New Hampshire 

The opportunity to have in depth conversations Vocational Rehabilitation leadership members provided insight into 
leadership priorities, focus, and commitment. The key points that drive success in New Hampshire’s employment services 
start with the location of Vocational Rehabilitation within the New Hampshire Department of Education, wherein there is 
leadership commitment from the Deputy Commissioner, who is the former State Director of VR. A focus on comprehensive 
state VR staff development and funding commitments to assure competitive salaries contributes to the effectiveness of VR 
staff partnerships with consumers, VR Service Providers, and employers. The capstone influences include the Employment 
Leadership Award, partnership with the Knowledge Institute for Small Business Development (KISBD), support from the 
Governor’s Office and the Legislature as evidenced by the passage of a law eliminating the subminimum wage, a varied 
vendor network that effectively matches to consumers, and a vendor network that is adequately funded and supports delivery 
of services in amount, duration and specificity to client needs, both initially and over time.  Of additional note is the fact that 
the state adopted policy change in 1984, prohibiting funding to expand or open new sheltered workshop programs.  More 
recently, the state legislature also passed legislation prohibiting the use of sub-minimum wage.   

Oklahoma 

A lawsuit regarding quality of life for residents of a state institution served as catalyst for Employment First policy in 
Oklahoma. In order to comply with the federal court’s 1987 order in the Homeward Bound case, Oklahoma appropriated 
funding to create a system of community-based services to serve the 950 members of the Homeward Bound class in 
community settings. The state offered this opportunity to other individuals not included in the class action who also resided in 
institutions and, as funding allowed, to Oklahomans who wished to remain in the community with appropriate services and 
supports. The judge presiding over the Homeward Bound case, in 1993, directed that employment services must “reinforce 
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the pursuit of integrated employment of class members, as well as the range of meaningful activities, including recreational 
activities.”  As a result, Oklahoma adopted a policy that all individuals will be have a full week of employment supports, with 
competitive integrated employment as the preferred option. In the same year, the state shifted provider contracting to focus 
on outcomes, clarifying the expectations and responsibilities of service providers in terms of the outcome to the individual 
being served, rather than in terms of the activities of the service provider.  This led to the first outcome-based reimbursement 
of Medicaid-funded supported employment, which began in 1995 and reimbursed providers based on hours worked by 
individuals supported.  Twenty-one years later, this outcome-based reimbursement model remains in place and Oklahoma has 
been consistently ranked as #2 in the nation in terms of individuals with developmental disabilities working in supported 
employment. Today, state agencies and departments maintain regular communication among those entities dedicated to the 
employment of people with disabilities. The philosophy of Oklahoma is that “we do whatever needs to be done to help people 
get and maintain employment.” Every available dollar – both state and federal – is leveraged for the benefit of the job seeker. 
All services in Oklahoma are geared toward employment and independence.   

Washington 
Developing and sustaining the capacity for training and technical assistance (T&TA) is a core function that Washington State 
has implemented effectively. T&TA resources have been focused on training employers as well as employment specialists and 
direct care providers, creating an environment for collaboration centered around employers and partners who engage in 
systems change work with state agencies. Washington State does not view T&TA as being either limited or obligatory. In fact, 
they talk about T&TA as being “research and development” dollars, which are integral to advance employment outcomes. A 
complementary strategy for success has been funding parents and self-advocate groups to advance employment outcomes 
and utilize Waiver services toward greater employment of individuals with I/DD. Locally funded advocacy groups have 
educated legislators on the value of employment and why more dollars are needed to reduce waiting lists. Initial VR 
investment in providing an internal supported employment job developer and coordinator utilizing customized employment 
has created extensive integrated employment opportunities within the City of Seattle local government.  This successful, well-
established model, in which the City of Seattle permanently employs the supported employment coordinator, is now being 
replicated to foster supported employment opportunities in state government. The process involves working with individual 
departments to develop buy-in for the creation of customized positions that meet the unique needs of each department.  
Another successful strategy has focused on expanding the pool of benefits planners working to increase employment among 
individuals with disabilities. 

Research Analysis 

After obtaining information about existing efforts to improve employment and systems change in Kansas, this data will be 
analyzed with the professional consultation support of Lisa A. Mills, Ph.D.  Lisa is currently a consultant on disability 
employment policy and systems change working in 14 states under various contracts with state government agencies and 
federally funded initiatives. She has 25 years of experience in the field of disabilities with a primary focus on people with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities. She also consults with managed care organizations on the design and 
implementation of managed care and has previously consulted with federal agencies on three customized employment 
projects, as well as providing customized employment training through Marc Gold & Associates. Lisa serves as a public policy 
advisor and co-chair of the employment committee for TASH, an international leader in disability advocacy. She also serves as 
a senior technical advisor and Ruderman Foundation Fellow for the National Coalition to Promote Self-Determination. 

Recommendations 

Kansas led the nation in establishing the first Employment First legislation committing to competitive, integrated employment 
as a priority outcome of publicly-funded services for people with disabilities.  The legislation established an oversight and 
monitoring commission to set the goals and objectives for Employment First.  However, the Legislature took those powers 
away from that oversight commission.  Kansas failed to establish a state-level, inter-agency body charged with ensuring full 
and coordinated implementation of the law.  As a result of this failure, there is not yet a comprehensive and coordinated 
effort within Kansas state government that can ensure needed energy and resources are being dedicated to the goal of 
improving employment outcomes for Kansans with disabilities.  While there is little opposition to the goals of Kansas’ 
Employment First law and a great variety of initiatives across state government focusing on improving competitive, integrated 
employment outcomes, efforts have not led to real, measurable progress.  The Employment Systems Change Coalition aims to 
establish a comprehensive planning process that includes making recommendations in response to issues and needs 
presented by Kansans and through our constituency engagement process.   These recommendations will represent proven 
strategies that have addressed the same or similar needs in other states.   Based on feedback received to date, the coalition is 
currently focusing on these key areas in order to make recommendations:   
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 POLICY:  Employment policies should have clear goals and expectations with outlined accountability.   

 Leadership is a key component. 

 Policies must be enforceable. 

 Employment outcomes should be evidenced in state policy and practice. 

 FUNDING:  Kansas should fund desired outcomes to increase competitive and integrated employment of people 

with disabilities and its budget should demonstrate its priorities.   

 A flexible system that builds in long-term support is vital. 

 Funding should incentivize services for competitive, integrated employment. 

 Funding should be a priority in multiple systems, including Medicaid and VR. 

 Competitive rates for services will increase employment outcomes and improve quality of services. 

 Funding should include technical assistance and training for persons with disabilities and their 

families/natural supports, service providers, employers/businesses, etc.  

 SERVICES:  High quality services should drive improved outcomes. 

 Expectations should be clear among all department and service delivery systems. 

 There should be consistent availability and continuity in services to obtain competitive and integrated 

employment throughout the state. 

 Quality enhancements and improvements should address stakeholder experiences. 

 Flexible services with an array of options can create a custom solution to individual needs. 

 Education and training regarding benefits should be provided for all stakeholders. 

 TRANSITION:  Consistent and clear processes should create an effective bridge to adulthood. 

 Education for youth, parents, teachers and other school personnel will create understanding. 

 Coordination between state departments will ensure continuity.   

 Partnerships between schools and the community will ease transition challenges.   

 TRANSPORTATION:  Transportation is a vital component of accessing employment opportunities. 

 Availability (both urban and rural) must be addressed.   

 Cost and accessibility must not prevent individuals from working. 

 Partnerships (services and business, crossing over geographic and municipal areas, etc.) may ease challenges 

and create opportunities.   

Summary 

While many people and organizations are working to improve employment in our state, the strength of this approach is the 
use of professional consultation and national experts to weave together all of the important factors that will lead to the 
creation of a strong employment plan.  ESCC will identify existing state efforts and needs, gather stakeholder feedback, review 
best-practices, provide technical assistance for training in best practices, and develop a recommended comprehensive plan to 
address employment needs, whether general or system-specific. 

Coalition Members 

 Stephanie Breaker, Skills to Succeed 
 Rick Cagan, National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) - Kansas 
 Rosie Cooper, Kansas Association of Centers for Independent Living (KACIL) 
 Martha Hodgesmith, KU Research Center &Training on Independent Living (RTCIL) 
 Shelia Nelson-Stout, OCCK 
 Rocky Nichols, Disability Rights Center (DRC) 
 James Quillen, OCCK 
 Val Renault, KU Research Center &Training on Independent Living (RTCIL) 
 Stephanie Sanford, Self-Advocate Coalition of Kansas (SACK) 
 Jennifer Smith, Autism Society – The Heartland (ASH) 
 Kelly Smith, Self-Advocate Coalition of Kansas (SACK) 
 Kyle Kessler, Association of Community Mental Health Centers of Kansas (ACMHCK) 


