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John Nietupski: 

I just flew in from Cedar Rapids and my arms are really sore, but that's an old joke and very comparable to my age.

How many of you are community rehabilitation program staff members, providers, if you will?  How many of you are in school systems, in transitions, secondary special ed?  Any of those areas?  How many law students?  Did I understand there are some?  My mother wanted me to be a lawyer, she did.  She would be happy, she would be smiling, God rest her soul if she could see me now.  It is probably my third time presenting at the law school here.  Fortunately, for plaintiffs and defendants I chose another profession, but I know she would be very happy, so welcome to the law students as well.  Are there are any parents of individuals with disabilities?  Any folks who are consumers of services in the employment realm for disabilities?  Okay, well I am really excited to be here.  I thank Pat and others for inviting me to come here and talk about a project that we have in the transition area here in, Grant Wood Area Education Agency.  Actually, we have two projects, two federally funded grants.  Both of them called “Super Seniors".  We wrote two proposals.  We received funding for one.   We were thrilled.  Didn't hear for two months on the other one and assumed we didn't get it.  We got a letter saying that you started yesterday.  So, we now have two projects called Super Seniors.  It has nothing to do with senior citizens or the elderly population of our state, but as you will see in a minute, it does relate to their senior year and a fifth or super senior year after high school and that is what I am here to talk about today.

I am told I have until five minutes after two and I am to leave ten to fifteen minutes towards the end for questions, so I will do that.  If I don't, I am trusting Pat to keep me on the straight and narrow path.

You have a hand out in here and you'll notice some of it they didn't print out.  That is because at the last minute it was recognized that these are classified documents that have everything to do with national security.  <laughter>  So, as a result, not all of your slides have the text, but I am authorized, talking to Hans Blix this morning, and I am authorized to divulge certain elements that you will now see on the screen.  I thought I would let you know.  There is no smoking gun here, I'll tell you that right now.

Let me tell you what this project is and let me start by telling you why.  I have been in higher education, worked with training teachers to become teachers of students with disabilities.  I have worked in the sport employment arena, many of the people I see here are folks that I remember fondly from my days at Iowa CEO doing training and job development and working with employers to create employment opportunities.  It just seems that, now that I am working back in the education realm, you look at the spectrum of students who have disabilities and we have some services on, if you will, the highly skilled end in terms of folks that have aspirations for post secondary education, going to college in some field. In our AEA, for example, we have a program at Kirkwood Community College called the Vital Program, where students, on a fifth year, can use weighted special ed dollars to go on to post secondary ed in certain technical fields and receive essentially resource support to be successful there.  So we have that.  There was a project called High School/High Tech that serves that same population.

If you look at folks with more severe disabilities, while it is not as pretty of a picture as it was ten years ago, there is a system in place, albeit a questionable system at times, but a system in place that provides services for folks with more significant ongoing, long-term support needs.

In our looking at the school districts that we serve we asked the question what happens to that group in the middle. Years ago, we called them students in self-contained with integration, or SCI classrooms. Today we have levels—level one, level two, or somewhere level one, one and a half, depending on your price range, I think.  In other words, there is a group in the middle who graduates at 18, is truly thrilled to be done with school, feels that they can be out successful on their own, and for some of them that turns out to be the reality.  For many of them, however, it turns out to be not the reality.  They find out that there isn't a job that they really like, they lose that job fairly quickly, they end up staying home and watching Oprah and in too many cases, liking it.  We thought about what is wrong with this picture.  Why is this group who has so many more skills than folks in supported employment terms, compared to folks that are in supported employment, are yet so spectacularly unsuccessful.  So, we decided we need to focus on this niche group—the "fall through the cracks" group that really doesn't have a system in place to support them as much as they need in the transition process from high school into the world of work and then for some time after they enter the world of work. 

So we did a survey to confirm this, because we thought we had our ideas.  One of us said don't confuse me with facts, my mind is made up. Cooler heads prevailed and said maybe we ought to test that hypothesis and at least do some surveys of students and find out if this is in fact the case.  So we did a survey of graduates for one Midwestern school district that will remain nameless. <quietly> Iowa City, and we looked at two cohort groups of graduates.  We looked at them and found out about 2 out of five were unemployed about seventeen months out of high school.  Then the 2000 grads, we had a little bit fewer, smaller percentage, but almost a third that were unemployed.  We had a number that were employed full time, but we also had groups that were employed part time.  So if you look at the majority of the individuals were either unemployed or employed part time.  We also looked at the turnover rate and the figures were not surprising, but sobering.  In terms of the length of time folks typically stayed on a job, and this was in a period of low unemployment and high need by employers for people to fill positions.  Yet we had turnover rates of every 7.2 months for one group, every 2.6 months for the other group.  So what that told us was that, in fact, individuals were not getting the employment that they may have desired.  Something needed to be done about it.  There was a trouble here in River City.

We asked ourselves questions about why that happened.  I think that is probably the most important question, whether you are working with employers and trying to negotiate to hire people with disabilities or looking at trying to improve transition service, the best question you can ask is why.  Why is this happening?  Why isn't it happening?

Quite frankly, Joe Marrone's work entered into the equation as we will talk about in a minute.  One of the things we notice is that many of the students who are in SCI or level 1/2 programs do not choose to participate in work experiences.  So as a result, they don't want to be associated with disability services.  As a result many of them really do not have a basis upon which to make an informed career choice.  A friend of theirs works at Burger King, they get a job at Burger King.  Someone has an opening over here, its right near where their girlfriend works, or their boyfriend and they take the job there.  They really have no basis, however, to make a decision.  I had a student that we first started working with on this project wanted to be an NFL football player or an exotic dancer.  He wasn't quite sure which.  Now, I am not sure he had experience in either realm to make the decision.  That speaks to the notion of needing to have more and gradually more in depth work experiences to help you refine and to make your choice.  That isn't happening with a lot of students.

The other thing we think happens as a result, perhaps, of the lack of experiences is the job match that is there tends to be poor.  How many of you are in an AEA or school district work and school district that has work experience coordinators?  We have them out of our AEA.  About two-thirds, I think, of the AEAs hire people to create job opportunities for students in school.  What usually happens is those individuals have caseloads of 100, 150 pushing 200 individuals.  Now, you are a work experience person, you have 200 individuals on your caseload.  In order to manage that you find slots that are yours.  They are yours, they are your work experience slots.  Students then filter through those.  I've got one at Jiffy Lube, I'm not sure what exactly you want to do, but to me, you look like a Jiffy Lube guy because I have a Jiffy Lube spot just for you.  And certainly, that's not a knock on work experience.  If I had 200 individuals that I had to place yesterday I would do the same thing.  The unfortunate problem is that the matches then and the ability to see it, this really is in line where they want to go, isn't there.  Their hands are very tied.

The other thing we saw is that there is really a lack of assistance for this population in learning the job and fitting in in the job site.  We have job coaches for students who have more significant disabilities.  If you went to the adult system you might be able to qualify for some training assistance from community rehab providers, VR counselors and what have you.  But for the most part, this population doesn't qualify for those kinds of services and they need the assistance.  They may tell you that they don't, but they do.  I think the results bear that out.

So, as a result of all of this, we put together a grant proposal that really looked at dealing with those problems that caused those poor outcomes.  We worked with nine high schools in rural and, euphemistically speaking, urban Iowa, that's Iowa City I think and the suburbs of Cedar Rapids.  We have two sites, Super Seniors North and Super Seniors South.  The intent of our program is to create longer term, more satisfying, closer to full time jobs with decent wages for this population.  That "fall through the cracks" group.

The way we are trying to do that is to take some of the things that Joe and others have taught us over the years.  When I first started in supported employment I worked with a person by the name of Judy Worth, some of you may know her.  She told me once, you know John, we ought to do this in a more person-centered way. I kind of looked at her and said, yeah, what?  What are you talking about?  And she said, well, you know, let the person tell you what it is they want to do and help them get them to where they want to go.  And I said, but hey, they don't know what they want to do, I am the expert.  I am the trainer, the one with the PhD.  I have letters after my name.  I'm the person that can really make this happen.  And over time I began to see that we weren't, what she was talking about, was to really get to know the individuals, to ask the right questions, to put them in the right situations to help them tell us what it is that trips their trigger.  Okay?  If you look at yourself in the job that you are in if you are happy in the job that your are in and you ask yourself why, it's probably because the factors that are in place in that job situation match what is important to you.  I love jobs where I can get up and talk. Imagine that. I like jobs where I have a lot of flexibility.  I like jobs where I have interesting fun people to work with, like jobs where I feel like we can make a difference through something practical for people.  So those are the things that are important for me.  If you put me in, not to knock the law profession, of course, but if I were a first year law person in a law office doing the background work for torts, which I think are little cakes, am I right on that?  I would be a terrible mismatch.  I realize that I wanted to do something that had a hands on kind of way of making a difference.  So what we learned, what we tried to put into this project was a real strong component on getting to know you as the individual and trying to help them use that information to help create opportunities that will allow you to make a satisfying informed choice about a career.

The second thing that we wanted to do was have lots of community experience and guided community experience that wasn't just 'well, I'm at Jiffy Lube, that where you are going to be,' but really I've learned this about you, lets test this out.  Let's see if that works for you and if it does, great, that tells us this is a path we might be moving.  If it is not, you tell us through your performance through your verbal ability, through the reporting of others who know you well that that is not for you, then we need to change directions.  In other words we need to calibrate the experiences to fit what you're telling us in terms of is this tripping your trigger.

I think the other thing we want to do is provide individualized supports in whatever level that are necessary in order to help you succeed in those occupations that you've told us are high priority for you.

So those are the elements of our program.  This is funded, I would like to say, by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Ed Programs.  They like us to say that.  We do really appreciate it, because it's allowed us to try some things and see if, for this population, we can make the difference.  And as I will talk about today, even though we have been involved now for a year and almost a half, I think we are seeing some really cool things happening for these students.

Our program has two main elements.  Fourth year, or senior year element and then the fifth, or Super Senior year element.  No one likes the title of this project but me.  But I figure, hey, it got funding, it's a good title.  My colleagues want to call it something else, like “Career Track", or something like that, but no, I am sticking with Super Seniors.  We have a two year program essentially.  We asked teachers to refer those students that are looking for vocational opportunities that are not likely to be looking at aspirations for post-secondary ed that will need training and assistance to be successful, but that training, as best we can gauge it, to be a time limited period of a year to two years.  So that's kind of our population base.

In our senior year we do a variety of things with students.  You have heard all of them.  Some of you do one, two, three, four or all of them.  Some of you may do them pretty much better than us but none-the-less what we try to do is spend time with individuals.  We have staff that are hired on contract through Goodwill Industries of southeast Iowa or over at the University's Center for Disabilities and Development.  So we spend time getting to know students.  We may use Choice Maker, which is a curriculum that really allows individuals to tell you about the kind of work situations that they thrive in.  Do I like to alone?  Work with other people?  Do I like a fast paced job?  Slower paced job?  Mind job?  Hands/muscle job?  The Norge repair man kind of thing, if you know what I am talking about?  Formal work situations vs. more informal.  So we try to spend time getting to know the individuals.  The key element in this first phase though, is really the person centered planning team.  Every kid with an IEP has an IEP Team.  As you know, from sitting in IEPs  that often times you never really get to the meat of the matter.  So we've really tried to make these person centered planning team gatherings ones that the individual has selected the participants and that we build them around that individual's background, his dreams or her dreams and the support needs that they need.  So we spend a lot of time trying to gather information from observing, working with them, taking inventories, bring that to the team and try to create a goal that we can work towards while the student is in their senior year and an action plan that every member of the team participates in helping achieve.

We find that we have two groups of students.  We have one group of students that has a goal and a pretty good idea of what they want to do.  I want to work in childcare, I want to work in an office/clerical setting.  Then we have the other group that are the NFL, exotic dancer, I'm not real sure what.  They are a group that really isn't sure what they want, or if they have an idea of what they want it's pretty clear in talking with them, and as part of the team process, that there is not a whole lot of basis in experience to allow them to choose that.

So, what we try to do then is based on that is engage them in a series of experiences that help them get a more informed choice about the direction that they want to go.  So we have kids that will do short term job shadows.  They will do job try-outs in maybe a week or two weeks at length.  We have some grant resources to help provide stipends for those if we choose to or they can be at that level, non-paid.  But we try to have a variety of experiences and then bring what we've learned back to the team to say this is where the student is at, is this the direction that we want to go? Then really involved the student and their family in really helping us sort that out.  What we hope is that then during the course of the year we will be able to take the ones that seem the most promising and have more extended work experiences in collaboration with our work experience coordinators.  So this is nothing new under the sun in the sense of things that some kids participate in anyway.  What is new is that for some of the kids they are choosing to say yes rather than no to work experience.  A second thing is that the work experience is tied to towards a plan.  A plan of helping them decide what is meaningful and important to them.  For us, that's really critical.

What we would like to do, for every student that we work with, and it doesn't happen for every kid, but certainly that is our goal, is that by the end of their senior year they have an identified job match, an ideal job match, an ideal job situation.  Based on that, then, we can work with them in the fifth year to really build their skills, experience, confidence and ability to sustain that kind of career after they leave school.

So, at the end of the senior year they walk through graduation ceremonies, just like any other student in their cohort group.  The school district continues to have them on an IEP and then the fifth year of service is one where that is primarily community based.  We work with students twenty to forty hours a week, primarily in the community.  This is pretty varied however, but many of our students will get a paid internship or apprenticeship as we've called it with employers in an area that seems very promising for them.  They may take a course or two at high school if there is one that they wish to take that relates to their vocational dream.  For some of our students there are courses at the community college that are hands on, vocational nature that we have assisted them in obtaining.  The district uses district dollars for what's called post-secondary ed option and will help pay the tuition for that.  We provide training on the job, but largely the training is to the employer to enable them to successfully employ the individual and help make them a valued, important member of the team.  We will provide some time-limited supports through that fifth year.  At any point during that fifth year, if the student's progress is such that we tell them you can fire us at anytime, you know, if you feel like you have the supports you need and you can be successful, that's fine and we'll have an exit staffing and they can move into adulthood, receive their diploma and away they go.  For some of the students they will stay there a year and we'll make that decision at the end, with some students that say that 'I no longer want this' and that's okay too.  

Essentially it's kind of a two year effort to try to perhaps overcome the lack of work experience in the past and provide the more intensity kinds of supports based around a person centered plan that will help launch them into a successful career.

We do a variety of other things, and just as you in supported employment and those of you in transition do, we just had a list, a four page list of what are some of the extra supports and I should have brought that.  We just had a meeting on Friday where we kind of outlined those things, or excuse me, Tuesday.  We do a lot of work with kids in terms of helping them, sort of counseling them in terms of a career direction.  At first I thought we were going to have mostly students with mental disabilities, but what we found is we have lots of kids with behavioral disorders or social or emotional difficulties, some with learning disabilities.  One of the things, we have one young man who is very paranoid.  When I first met him he asked how I got his name and wondered if I was into identity theft, which is why, by the way, these slides are blank here.  And nervous about all new situations, literally would not go on job shadows or job try-outs.  So a lot of work with staff was in building relationships to help them take the leap and take the chance with the understanding that we were always there and the person didn't like it, well, we could always go back to a different plan.  Work with them on a traditional things, resume writing, job apps, interview skills, travel training, linkage community resources.  We were lucky, we work with Paula Cox at Iowa Workforce Development in terms of disability management, in terms of the benefits that they receive and the impact of working on those.  So there is just a number of different things to help kinds get into Section 8, how to qualify for Section 8, housing assistance, all those kinds of things.

<end of part 1>

So that is kind of in a nutshell what we do.  I am just going to now try to give you a sense of some of the students and some of the results.  I am going to give you two examples.  One will be an example of a student that things have worked out pretty well.  And another will be a student that things have not worked out so well.  I think that is a reflective of the nature of the work that we do.  A lot of times you will get presenters that will tell you all the great things, but they won't tell you the things that don't work and we have had our share of nonsuccesses as well.

Earl was 19 when he came to us.  He actually was about to graduate.  Our project was started last year.  We were going to work with seniors last year.  Continue with them with Super Seniors this year an add a new group of seniors.  We had a district, a rural district that said, can you help us with Earl, he's about to graduate next week and if you don't help him, we don't think he is ever going to work.  He had never been on one job shadow his entire four years of high school.  He liked to stay at home and really wasn't anxious to get out there and work.  Although he did want to own his own house by age 30 and he wanted to have a car, but he wasn't sure he wanted to work to do it.  So we said, okay, we will work with him.  He is one of kind of our favorite guys.  He lived in a rural community, he has some skills, some tremendous skills actually.  He did get his driver's license, so he has got a number of things going for him.  But the thing about Earl was that he really hadn't had much work experience, but our staff got to realize that what are some of the things that make him tick?  One of the things that makes him tick is that he likes two things really, tobacco, he loves tobacco products.  Not necessarily smoking tobacco, but he knows different cuts of tobacco, he knows about pipe tobacco and cigar tobacco, so we thought, well, Tobacco Outlet, maybe that it is.  So that was one thought.

The other thought was that his family and he went to flea markets, to garage sales every weekend, literally every weekend.  Quickly the staff picked up on that he was very knowledgeable about something you would see at a flea market and what it could be worth and he was very proud to tell us that he would buy something for $2.00 and three weeks later turn around and sell it for $50 or $100.  So he had some interest in this, which was kind of good for us to know.  He also had, as a result from that, some very good knowledge of the cost, the age, where it was built, how it was built, for antiques and older collectibles.  So we had to work like hell to convince him to try to do a job trial.  Our thought was he's not real anxious to get out there, so what we need is low stress ways for him to start to experience different work situations and see what turns him on.

So, Judy Worth, one of our staff people arranged a site visit to Grannies Consignment Place, they sell antiques.  She went to pick him up.  He had canceled it three times in a row.  'Ah Judy, I don't know, just give me a job at HyVee.'  He really didn't want to work at HyVee either, but finally Judy said look, I arranged this, I am going to look very bad to this employer, help me out Earl.  Come on with me, if you don't like it we will stay twenty minutes, if you don't like it, that will be fine.  So they go over to Grannies and sure enough there is a 3-door ice chest and there is different kinds of china and stuff and so he starts talking about those.  The woman that runs the place is just like, what?  He knows a lot.  Then they start talking about what this is worth and how he's seen that over here, and he bought something like that for $5.00 and sold it for $50.  This is going to be just an exploratory to try to figure out, do you like this?  The end of that half hour or so, actually twenty minutes extended to about 45 minutes.  She turns to Judy and she says, do you think Earl would like to work here?  Which is not our intent, but she said, well he might.  And the woman said well, this is the busy season coming up, I could use someone for six months.  If he is interested I would be glad to bring him on.  So talked to Earl, yeah, okay, I'll give it a shot.  So he started working there, he worked for a temp job I think he earned $6.50 per hour.  He worked 40 hours per week, and actually during the busy season he worked more than 40 hours per week.  He was putting up product, he was helping price product, he was talking with customers who would come in.  He worked at the job for six months and it was very successful for him, he felt really good about it, he liked earning the money.  His car, his dream car, you are going to love this, is like a 1984 Chrysler Cordova with literally a landau roof, or something like that.  Which we didn't want to know, how did you pick that car?  But that was his big thing.  So he is saving money for a car and he also got his eye on a house in rural West Branch that someday he hopes to pay for too.  He really learned a lot about himself.  He liked keeping things organized and neat and clean.  He liked things that had a history to them.  So as this job is ending we are thinking, okay, how can we capitalize that?  So through some networking and referrals with other Goodwill staff we found that there was an opportunity in his hometown at one of the national historical sites that is in West Branch, the Hoover Library, which collects artifacts about Hoover and other famous presidents and famous public people.  So we arranged to have him check out what that was like, do a working interview and lo and behold, he was hired for a position there.  He works fewer hours, but he makes almost twice as much money.  Two of the people that work there are older and getting closer to retirement.  There is a pretty good chance that Earl is going to be able to move into more of a full time down the road.  He has saved, I think, seven thousand dollars in the year or so that he has been working with us.  The job is really better for him in his mind because it is closer to home, it is more money.  He gets to still work with antiques and artifacts, so he really loves this situation.  So, for him, it's been very good.  He has now exited from the special education program.  I think he is on the way to having his own home and having that Chrysler Cordova, no I think it is actually a Chevy Caprice, 1984 Chevy Caprice.  I always get those two mixed up.  So he's put away seven thousand bucks, that's pretty good.

Is this good, is this not so good?  Well, I think for Earl, no work experience, not really wanting to try work experience, I suspect, well our president would have us do random assignment and a scientifically based research, I think that very clear if we had we'd see that Earl, under a condition of no support services, and no transition would have had a far different outcome from this.  I think what makes this work and why we are very excited about the prospects for a program like Super Seniors is that it really is a relationship building project. It is one where the staff spends a lot of time investing in getting to know that person and building a relationship of trust.  Many of the students that you work with that I've worked with aren't willing to take that step because they really don't have the trust that someone will be there if it doesn't work out for them.  I think that for our staff that's been really key to making things happen.  Relationship develops through career planning and working with the family, relationships develop through helping them test out many options out in the community and recognizing, and him seeing that okay, if that's not for you we are not going to force you to do something you don't want to do.  We are going to be there to encourage and to help you grow.  Relationship develops through job development and the on-the-job training components.  I mean Earl trusts the staff.  Together, I think, they have helped him explore what it is he wants for his future.  Really, I think the bottom line is trying to build opportunities around the individual and what it is that they want.  So, this is a good success story for us.

There are other students that we have not been as successful with.  We have a fair sizeable population of folks that I would call “street wise".  Living on their own since age 14, not having much in terms of family support or family even around.  Kids that are involved in alcohol and other substance abuse, students that are in trouble with the law. We have had three kids arrested in the last six months.  We have had four students that have either become pregnant or have helped someone become pregnant that we know of. So it's been a very interesting, unanticipated group of individuals that we are working with and yet, these are kids that end up in our penal system.  These are kids that end up unemployed, so clearly they kind of fit that description of that "fall through the cracks" group.  We are trying to work with them too.  It is much more challenging, some of our staff say give me a level two kid, a kid with mental disabilities where it is a matter of training and help him find that niche as opposed to dealing with a lot of psycho-social issues that sometimes we don't feel as on confident ground. But, nonetheless we know we have a number of those kids that we work with.

Bob is one of those individuals.  He was on the verge of dropping out of school, so the notion was that something more hands-on and more meaningful might be better suited for him, might allow him to complete school and get at least his diploma and help him perhaps get into a career.  He has had traffic accidents, driving while under the influence, he's lost his license.  We worked with him however, and found that he really wanted to do something with his hands.  He wanted to be in construction, he had a lot of family members that were in that field, so he was interested in that.  Interestingly enough, as we took him around to do job shadow and do mini job try-outs we found a lot of employers that in that industry that would offer him a job almost on the spot.  It was very amazing for us.  Because we didn't go in with a hard job development sell, it was really more of a student is interested?  Can see what we do and learn a little bit about it? see if this is for him.  So he does a job shadow and he is offered a job and works for $10 an hour.  The employer is thrilled with his work.  He is part of a crew, he's done a great job, he really likes it, but he makes interesting choices and sometimes those choices lead to a bad outcome.  He wasn't caught smoking marijuana, but what happened, is that he was on the job site and the employer came around and said to him, hey, I found this pipe (it wasn't a tobacco pipe) and he said, oh, I wondered where that was, I've been looking for that all day!

Then we needed to work on the deniability skills. <laughter>

He'd never make president, I can tell you that right now.  <laughter> 

So he lost his job.  But, we advocated for him and they said, I'll tell you what, in six weeks, if he takes a urinalysis test and if he passes then we will bring him back on the job if he is open to that.  They talked to him and he said yeah I can do that, I know I made a mistake. 

So, in the meantime we start to look for other things in that same area, kind of mini internship bases.  He was at another construction company, they were thrilled with his work.  He takes this blood test after six weeks, he's really confident that he has passed that test and he goes on an all night outing with buddies that night, then turns out on Monday they find out that he didn't pass his test and now of course he's got enough in his blood stream that he can't take the test again and claims that he really was clean and the test was at fault.

So, you kind of have a lot of interesting choices.  So he, right now, is, well, he's not going to do this again of course.  We get him a job ten hours a week at a concrete company, again kind of a job try-out in the same kind of field.  He gets ticked off at a co-worker and he gets pissed off and he leaves the job.

We have had probably at least 15 job losses over the last year and half by over about 40 students that we worked with and he's had about six of them. <laughter> But it is kind of the nature of the population that some of these kids, I mean that is what is going to happen to them. I guess what we are seeing is that a couple of them that it's happened to by about the fourth or the fifth one you start to see some sense of okay, I can make some better choices.  But it takes four or five, and unfortunately systems don't really allow four or five failures.  You know there is a point in which you have to say I have to invest my efforts and my dollars and so forth.  We have been fortunate to have a grant that allows us to kind of stay with students for whom the first five choices aren't necessarily going to be the ones we would like.

So, did this program work for Bob?  I would say, on one side, he did finish high school.  He's had some experiences that have been good for him.  He has found some adults that are committed to helping him succeed.  On the other side we weren't able to achieve our goal, or our outcome, which was long term, satisfying employment, decent wage, decent number of hours.  So, not everything is hunky-dory, but we faced a lot of challenges and I think over time what we are learning is that we cannot do all this ourselves.  We do need to link with other providers and other resources to help the students make the decision that will allow them to succeed.  But were are learning stuff each and every day.

There is one student, his nickname he told us was mortuary boy.  He likes the occult and he likes dead people.  So we of course tried to get him something at, not a nursing home <laughter>, but you know, <laughter> geez, Freudian slip or what?  <laughter>  Funeral Home.  Man!  And turns out, he liked everything about it but those dead bodies.   Then we went to a psychic palm reader, a mean we have had some very interesting….right now he is at a temp job working for tax companies dressed as Uncle Sam and he's giving out $5.00 off through your tax returns.  But he's always had this fascination with cross-dressing so he gets to wear this kind of almost like dress like Uncle Sam.  Now I don't know if we are helping getting his career goal, but it's very interesting.

Before I turn over to questions, I just wanted to share some outcomes.  These are a couple of months old now but we are excited because if we look at hours per week worked, wages earned per hour, monthly wages, we see tremendous increase compared to when they started the program to where they are now.  And this is just employed students, but we went from Super Seniors North, seven hours a week working on average of all the students we've worked with, before they entered the program, now working up to almost 26 hours per week.  Same kind of thing with Super Seniors South.  So we've had a three-fold increase in the hours of per week work, doubling of the hourly wage, doubling or tripling of the monthly earnings.  This is all fluid.  Next week three kids could lose a job, two more could get another one, but I think the outcomes have been fairly steady.  That students are in fact making some progress.

One of the things that we plan to do, I'm going to jump ahead here, because I don't have as much time, one of the things that we plan to do is look at using weighted special ed dollars to fund this after the grant ends.  There is a mechanism in our agency for the students that go on to post-secondary ed, the vital program, where they go through graduation ceremonies weighted special ed dollars will pay for their supports at a community college including tuition.  We are going to use that strategy to fund Super Seniors when the project ends.  We also are charged with trying to share information about this, which is part of the reason that I am here today.  And to work with districts and communities that are interested in looking at this as an option or model for them.  We've visited in central Des Moines, talked with folks in Maquoketa and various other places.  Up in Dubuque we've handed a lot of the work off of the work that is being done with Lori Philips and folks at the district with the community agencies up there.  So if this seems familiar it's because we learned from you and just call it our ideas…if that's okay. 

But, if you are interested in more information about this we certainly can be contacted and glad to visit with you.  We hope to give mini grants starting next fall to help pilot this in one or two places around the state.  So we will actually have some money as well as some technical assistance.  We've got a variety of forms, everything from criteria to application to expectations, to our role, teacher role, all those kinds of things.

I talked longer than I said I would, but I will entertain questions if you have any.

Dave:

What is the <inaudible>  Who makes that decision as to who qualifies for this program and who wouldn't qualify?

John Nietupski:
Well, prior to us, the “who falls through the cracks," are those students that just chose not to enter this…we still have a lot of kids that refuse to, we try to link them up with VR, and will refuse because they are suspicious, or lack of follow through by them or their family or for who knows what host of reasons.  But in terms of for us, we set out criteria that basically say are you interested in work as opposed to post secondary ed, will need training and assistance in the view of the IEP team, or the consumer themselves or family members.  That training and support will not be of an ongoing, long-lasting, you know, beyond this year to two year type of frame.  So it is a crap shoot in a sense.  What we are asking people is to give us their best judgment with those as sort of bench marks.  The disability label is not the issue, we have probably 2/3 of our kids are, in special ed parlance, level one and about 25% are level 2 and then we have some kids that are level 3, which tends to be students with behavior disorders that are in a highly structured kind of program.
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