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CUSTOMIZED EMPLOYMENT WITH 

FIDELITY RESULTS IN "ZERO 

REJECT & ZERO FAILURE":

Raising Expectations  

“Employment for All”

Arc of Illinois
75th Annual Convention 

Normal, Illinois

April 23, 2025

Allan I. Bergman

Objectives for Today
▪ Learn the current status of the lives of adults 

with Disabilities re: employment & poverty & the 

economics involved; Illinois' National Ranking on 

Employment for Individuals receiving DDD 

HCBS Waivers, & why Investments in 

Customized Employment (CE) MUST be a 

priority.

▪ Learn the federal laws requiring integrated 

employment outcomes.

▪ Learn the significant differences between 

Supported & CE, key components to &  practical 

implications of C.E. & why Competencies & 

FIDELITY to the Processes are Critical to "Zero 

Reject/Failure".
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Employment First is the Imperative

▪ General theme:
Employment in the community is the first/primary 
service option for individuals with disabilities

APSE Statement on Employment First

Employment in the general workforce is the first and 

preferred outcome in the provision of publicly funded 

services for all working age citizens with 

disabilities, regardless of level of disability.

The Employment First 

Imperative
▪ Why do People Work?

▪ Why should People with Disabilities 

seek competitive, integrated 

employment?

▪ Why should People with Disabilities 

not work and not be expected to 

work?
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Why Pursue Employment & The
Employment First Imperative? 

✓Get out of poverty, pay taxes and FICA 

✓Graduate to SSDI and Medicare, with Medicaid

✓Increased independence & economic self-sufficiency

✓Opportunities to make friends and expand 
relationships

✓Make a contribution to the community

✓Positive image and valued role within the family and 
community

✓Opportunities for learning

Employment First as a Civil Right

“ Access to employment is the most vital 

civil right because in so many ways, it 

opens doors to all of the other civil and 

citizenship rights that most Americans 

take for granted.  This is business we 

cannot leave unfinished; that we literally 

cannot afford – morally or 

financially – to ignore.”

Patti Killingsworth, Asst. Commissioner & Chief of LTSS, 

TennCare; October 2, 2017; Congressional Briefing
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Perception is Reality

What we believe to be true is the 

basis of our personal reality and 

the key to how we experience the 

world around us.
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Choice

No paid 
job 85%

Paid job 
15%

Does not 
want job 

53%

Wants job 
47% No job 

goal in ISP
70%

Job goal 
30%

National Core Indicators Project 2015-2016

605,680 243,339 170,337

Be Bold. Embrace Difference. Change Lives.

FUNDING:
Money Matters….and Drives Practice
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ADA Findings P.L.101-336; 7-26-1990

Senate, 91-6; House 377-28.
▪ The continuing existence of unfair and 

unnecessary discrimination and prejudice 

denies people with disabilities the 

opportunity to compete on an equal basis 

and to pursue those opportunities for 

which our free society is justifiably famous, 

and costs the United States billions 

of dollars in unnecessary 

expenses resulting from 

dependency and nonproductivity. 

Poverty By The Numbers

SUBPOPULATION 2009 Poverty Rate 2016               2024

Children 20.7% 21.1%             16.2%

African-American 25.8% 22.0%             17.9%

Hispanic 25.3% 19.0%             16,6%

Disability 25.0% 26.8%              24.9%

Total U.S. Population 14.3% 12.7%              11.5%

12

U.S. Census Bureau (September 2024)

37.9 million Americans (of 340.1M) were living in poverty in 2024.

 

Persons with Disabilities experienced the 

highest rates of poverty of any other 

subcategory of Americans for the 22nd year 

in a row.  
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Data: 7.43 M.SSI Recipients;12-2023 

▪ 4.04 million between ages 18 - 64

(40%-Phys. Dis, 35%-M.H, 25%-ID/DD)
(25.3% of these beneficiaries also 

received additional Social Security dollars)

▪ Only 4.1% of the SSI beneficiaries 

of working age reported earned 

income: 19/20 ZERO $ earnings

▪ The average earned income is $412/mo. 
(for individuals who are blind, $490/mo.)

▪ Less than 1% leave the rolls per 

year & only ½% for employment
Source: SSA

Medicaid Overview: FY' 2022 data

CMS Data, July 2023

▪ Over 94.5 million beneficiaries:

▪ 38 % children         16% of expenditures

▪ 40% adults(16-64)  30% of expenditures

▪ 10% seniors;       22% of expenditures

▪ 12% PWD;    33% of expenditures
(22 % of population & 55% of $$ in  2022

Total expenditures for federal 

government, FY'22:  $513 Billion 
(64%)… from a total of $804 Billion
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Workforce participation Nov. 2024

77.9%

40.4%

25.0%

No Disability

Any Disability

Mental

Disability

Cognititive

Disability + SSI

Percent

Working

American Community Survey

Integrated Employment Data for 

Individuals Receiving DD Services; 2018; 

ICI Data▪ U.S. Average 21.1%
▪ Washington State 85%

▪ Oklahoma 66%

▪ Oregon 57%

▪ Rhode Island                                52%       

▪ New Hampshire 44%

▪ Mississippi 36%

▪ Michigan                                       26%

▪ Wisconsin                     25%

▪ New York                                      18%

▪ Alabama & N. Carolina                 17%

▪ California                                       12%

▪ Illinois                                              9%
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Integrated Employment Data for Individuals 

Receiving DD Services; 2022; ICI Data
▪ U.S. Average 23.5%
▪ Washington State 82.9%

▪ Oklahoma 68.5%

▪ Delaware                       58.3%

▪ Oregon 57.7%

▪ Iowa                       49.5%

▪ Virginia                                                         45.3% 

▪ Vermont             40.9%

▪ Rhode Island            39.7%      

▪ North Dakota            36.6%

▪ Michigan 35.6%

▪ Ohio                       35.1%

▪ Minnesota             32.7%

▪ Wisconsin 26.7%; Missouri, 19.1%; Indiana, 10.3%

▪ Illinois                                                      3.8%(#47/48)

 

Facility-based Day Services for 

Individuals Receiving DD Services; 2018 

ICI Data▪ U.S. Average 37%

▪ WA., OK., VT., N.H., & CA. 0%

▪ Minnesota & Kentucky           8%

▪ Tennessee & Michigan          17%

▪ South Carolina    32%

▪ Mississippi & N. Carolina 35%

▪ Virginia  45%                Georgia    49%

▪ Wisconsin                                      58%

▪ New York                                       77%

▪ Alabama & Illinois    86%
▪ New Jersey & Texas                     92%
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Values, 

Outcomes and 

Guiding 

Principles 

within Federal 

Legislation

Aligning Federal Agency Policy & Financing

1992-2025

EMPLOYMENT

FIRST

Department

Of Justice

Department of 
Labor

ODEP

Department of 
Education 

Social Security 
Administration

DHHS

CMS

AOD, SAMHSA
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Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act; 12-3-2004
“to ensure that all children with 

disabilities have available to them a 

free appropriate public education that 

emphasizes special education and 

related services designed to meet their 

unique needs and prepare them for 

further education, employment, 

and independent living.”
20 U.S.C. 1400(d)(1)(A)

IDEA Transition Amendments of 2004 (identical 

in Rehab. Act)
“The term ‘transition services’ means a 

coordinated set of activities for a child 

with a disability that:

• Is designed to be within a results-

oriented process, that is focused on 

improving the academic and 

functional achievement of the child with 

a disability to facilitate the child’s 

movement from school to post-school 

activities, including…..  
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IDEA Transition amends. of 2004, 

cont.
postsecondary education, vocational 

education, integrated employment 

(including supported employment) 

continuing and adult education, adult 

services, independent living, or 

community participation;

• Is based on the individual child’s needs, 

taking into account the child’s 

strengths, preferences and 

interests; and,

Vision 2025………..

“Each citizen should 

plan his part in the 

community according 

to his individual 

gifts.”

Plato, 427 – 327, BCE 
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State V.R. Program Policy…1992
“(3) It is the policy of the United States that such a program 
shall be carried out in a manner consistent with the following 
principles:

“(A) Individuals with disabilities, including 

individuals with the most severe 
disabilities, are generally presumed to be 
capable of engaging in gainful 
employment and the provision of individualized 

vocational rehabilitation services can improve their ability to 
become gainfully employed.

“(B) Individuals with disabilities must be 
provided the opportunities to obtain gainful employment in 

integrated settings.               Rehabilitation Act, 1992

Rehab Act’s Presumption of Benefit
“(2) Presumption of benefit

(A) Demonstration: For purposes of this 

section, an individual shall be presumed to 

be an individual that can benefit in terms of 

an employment outcome from V.R. services, 

…unless the designated State unit 

involved can demonstrate by clear and 

convincing evidence that such individual is 

incapable of benefiting in terms of an 

employment outcome from V.R. service due 

to the severity of the disability of the 

individual.
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“Significant Disability” in Rehab Act
▪ Has a “severe physical or mental 

impairment that seriously limits one or 

more functional capacities (such as 

mobility, communication, self-care, 

self-direction, interpersonal skills, 

work tolerance or work skills) in terms 

of an employment outcome;”

▪ Can be expected to require “multiple 

vocational rehabilitation services over 

an extended period of time;” and, 

“Significant Disability” – 2-
▪ Has one or more physical or mental 

disabilities (e.g. autism, blindness, 

cerebral palsy, deafness, head injury, 

intellectual disability) or a combination of 

disabilities assessed to cause comparable 

substantial functional limitation.

▪ Recipients of SSDI or SSI are 

presumed to be eligible for VR 

services as individuals with a 

significant disability.
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V.R. Employment Outcome, 2001
“Employment outcome means, with respect 

to an individual, entering or retaining full-

time or, if appropriate ….as defined in 

361.5(b) (11), in the integrated labor market, 

supported employment, or any other type of 

employment in an integrated setting, 

including self-employment, telecommuting or 

business ownership, that is consistent with 

an individual’s strengths, resources, 

priorities, concerns, abilities, 

capabilities, interests &informed choice 

34CFR361.5(b)1

“INFORMED CHOICE”
“Informing each applicant and 

eligible individual…through 

appropriate modes of 

communication, about the availability 

of and opportunities to exercise 

informed choice, including the 

availability of support services for 

individuals with cognitive disabilities 

who require assistance in exercising 

informed choice throughout the 

rehabilitation process.”  34 CFR  361.52
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Why is Employment Becoming

Part of Medicaid’s Focus? (9/16/2011)

CMS’s commitment:

“Work is a fundamental part of adult life for people with and without 
disabilities. It provides a sense of purpose, shaping who we are and how we 
fit into our community. Meaningful work has also been associated with 
positive physical and mental health benefits and is a part of building a 
healthy lifestyle as a contributing member of society. Because it is so 
essential to people’s economic self sufficiency, as well as self esteem and 
well being, people with disabilities…who want to work should be provided 
the opportunity and support to work competitively within the general 
workforce in their pursuit of health, wealth and happiness. All individuals, 
regardless of disability and age, can work – and work optimally with 
opportunity, training, and support that build on each person’s strengths 
and interests. Individually tailored and preference-based job development, 
training, and support should recognize each person’s employability and 
potential contributions to the labor market.”

➢Highlights CMS’s goal to promote integrated employment options

82

Workforce Innovation & 

Opportunity Act

▪ July 22, 2014; P.L. 113-128

(95-3 Senate; 415-6 House)

▪ Major changes in Workforce Investment 

Act and Vocational Rehabilitation Act

▪ Joint Performance Measures for the State 

VR agency and the State Workforce 

Agency with one integrated plan

▪ Emphasis on Transition and Youth with 

most significant disabilities for S.E.

▪ Customized Employment defined in law
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Supported Employment

Essentially, Supported Employment (SE)

provides post employment support to 

employees and employers who are felt to 

need additional support to achieve 

employment success.

Supported Employment, 2

▪ Often focuses on open jobs
▪ Provides job coaches to assist both employees and 

employers
▪ Most funded supports occur post employment
▪ Pre-employment supports and services are not 

stipulated in statute or in regulations or guidance

33
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Marc Gold & Associates ©
4101 Gautier-Vancleave Rd. Ste. 102, Gautier, MS 39553 (228) 497-6999

Features of Supported Employment  found in 

Customized Employment 

Marc Gold & Associates (MG&A)

▪ Supports

▪ Creativity

▪ Innovation

▪ Expectation of 

success

▪ Flexibility

▪ Benefits interaction

▪ Person Centered 

Planning

▪ Community focus

▪ Paid employment

▪ Accommodations

▪ Natural supports

▪ Self-employment

36

The World of Customized Employment    

from Briggs & Associates, Roswell, GA.
Parameters:

■ Employment is for Everyone

■ You are ready  ‘as you are’(no 
fixing necessary)

■ As many chances as you 

need

■ Customized Employment is 

Economically Feasible

35
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It Started with Marc Gold’s 

“Train, Don’t Test…”

Marc Gold & Associates©
  38

Customized Employment

defined in WIOA; 7 - 2014
According to the 2014 Amendments to the Rehab Act 

(H.R. 803 Section 7 (7) (29 U.S.C. 705)

Customized Employment means competitive integrated 

employment, for an individual with a significant 

disability, that is based on an individualized 

determination of the strengths, needs, and 

interests of the individual with a significant 

disability, is designed to meet the specific 

abilities of the individual with a significant 

disability and the business needs of the 

employer, and is carried out through flexible 

strategies, such as:
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Customized Employment

■ CE is NOT looking for the “Dream Job”

■ CE is NOT Vocational Evaluation & Testing

■ CE does NOT focus on quick placement

■ CE is NOT Competitive Employment

Customized Employment is…

▪ Employment where job tasks are 

reassigned from an existing job, 

restructured from one or more existing 

jobs, or created to match the skills and 

accommodation needs of the jobseeker, 

and…

▪ The Customized Employment approach 

MUST help the employer’s operation in 

some specific way
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The “flexible strategies” of 

Customized Employment in 

WIOA
(A) job exploration by the individual;

(B) working with an employer to facilitate placement,

including —

(i) customizing a job description based on current

employer needs or on previously unidentified and

unmet employer needs; 

(ii) developing a set of job duties, a work schedule and job 

arrangement, and specifics of supervision (including 

performance evaluation and review), and

determining a job location; 

(iii) representation by a professional chosen by the individual, or 

self-representation of the individual, in working with an employer to 

facilitate placement; and 

(iv) providing services and supports at the job location.

Marc Gold & Associates©
  41

Marc Gold & Associates ©
4101 Gautier-Vancleave Rd. Ste. 102, Gautier, MS 39553 (228) 497-6999

Unique features of Customized Employment            , 

from MG&A

▪ Negotiation of job duties and/or employer 

expectations required

▪ Individualization required: must be one person 

at a time

▪ Customized Plan driven by applicant’s strengths, 

needs, interests and conditions

▪Discovery as the basis of planning
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Marc Gold & Associates ©
4101 Gautier-Vancleave Rd. Ste. 102, Gautier, MS 39553 (228) 497-6999

Unique features of Customized 

Employment, MG&A

▪ Labor market direction and contribution determined 

by the individual, not openings or market 

demand

▪ Appropriate for all applicants with complex lives

▪ Job Development Process is selective and 

targeted for one person at a time with the 

potential employer for the jobseeker

Customized Employment

Essentially, CE provides a set of services 
prior to employment that are designed 
to tailor the employment relationship 
in ways that meet both job seeker and 
employer needs/benefits.

CE attempts to avoid the barriers created by 
job descriptions by unbundling demands 
through voluntary negotiations with 
employers.
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Essential Elements (42) of Customized 

Employment; WINTAC, June 2017
▪ Marc Gold & Associates; Griffin-Hammis 

Associates; TransCen, Inc.; and VCU

▪ Reviewed and Approved by ODEP & RSA

1. Overview of C.E.; 9 essential elements

2. Conducting Discovery, 6 essential 

elements;  & Creating Discovery 

Documents, 6 essential elements

3. Plan for Customizing Employment, 11

essential elements

4. Employment Development 

Representation, 10 essential elements

A Journey of Discovery

“Discovery consists of 

looking at the same thing as 

everyone else and thinking 

something different”  

Albert Szent-Gyorgyi (Nobel Prize winner who 

discovered Vitamin C)
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Discovery
It is only possible to customize a position for an 

individual when we have adequate knowledge of 

the individual.  This can only be accomplished 

through a deliberate exploratory process.  We 

call this process “Discovery.”

Discovery is a Qualitative Approach that aims to 

understand people in as many aspects as is 

necessary to develop an effective Customized Plan 

for Employment.

The purpose of Discovery is to identify the best 

an individual has to offer.

Discovery,
It is a Process 
(not filling out a 
form or taking a 
test!)

A process to help you get to know a 
person, in settings where they are 
most “who you are.”

A process to discover 
information about unique 
contributions to the right 
employer’s needs. 

A process to learn about a 
person without summarizing 
who they are until you have 
gathered all the information.

And everybody’s 
process is a little 
different!

47
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Discovery is 

a PROCESS 

that takes 

TIME

Broad in scope

Descriptive

Opinion free

Respectful

Comprehensive

Non-comparison

Belongs to the person 

50

+
No one person has the full story 

Individual 
Family…(parents 

and siblings)
Friends

Teachers Neighbors Other paid staff
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Methods of 

Discovery 

Interview/conversations

Time together 

Observation

Participation

52

Discovery is not an employment 

plan

Discovery sets the foundation for 

planning

From Discovery to Profile 

Development 

51
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During the Discovery process we 

gain a thorough understanding of 

the job seeker.

The Profile uses the information gained 

through the discovery process to 

present a descriptive story about the 

person, which can be detailed and 

lengthy.

What is 

included in 

the 

Profile? 

Positive and useful information, 
including the “conditions for 
employment”

Passion that propels the person

Whatever is relevant about the 
person (even the complexity of 
the disability)

Potential employment 
contribution 

53

54



28

Presentation Matters:

Version # 1

Damian can cook simple items with 

assistance. He cannot set the oven 

temperature independently and care 

should be taken to assure that he does 

not burn himself. He cannot read the 

directions on the box. Damian required 

one-to-one supervision to mix and 

prepare the brownies and to put them 

into the oven. He cannot be trusted to cut 

the brownies with a knife.

Version # 2

Damian selects the brownie mix from the pantry, 

finds a mixing bowl from the cabinet and removes a 

mixing spoon from the utensil drawer, after being 

reminded by a staff person. As the staff person 

reads the directions he opens the box, pours the 

mix into the bowl and continues to blend in 

ingredients. When he completes the mixing he 

pours the mixture in a glass pan following a gesture 

by the staff person. The staff person says, “What’s 

next?” and Damian points to the oven thermostat. 

The staff person says, “Which button is for bake?” 

and Damian pushes the Bake button. Damian then 

begins to turn the thermostat and the staff person 

says, “Stop at 375.”

55
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Version #2, cont.

As Damian nears 375, the staff person says, 

“That’s it.” and he stops at a nearby indicator. 

The staff person says, “One more click.” and 

Damian completes the setting. The staff person 

asks, “How long do we cook them?” and Damian 

says 30 minutes. Damian sets the timer similar to 

the oven. When the timer goes off, Damian puts 

an oven mitt on his right hand and opens the 

oven with his left. As he reaches in the staff 

person says, “Careful, everything is hot.” Damian 

grasps the pan and slides it out of the oven, 

keeping the container level. When the brownies 

had cooled, Damian removes a serving knife from 

the utility drawer and cuts the brownies into 

small squares with hand-over-hand assistance 

from the staff person.

58

Two Distinct Approaches 

  to Job Development 

Labor Market Job Development: 

Responding to the needs of employers with 

applicants who are “qualified” to meet those 

general needs.

Customized Job Development:

 Discovering the “strengths, needs and interests” of 

job seekers and negotiating a job description that 

meets both the applicant’s preferences and the 

employer’s specific needs.
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Customized Job Development (CJD) 

The Customized Plan of Employment 
(CPE) becomes the basis for all CJD 
activities undertaken for the employment 
seeker.  

Employment Specialists use the CPE to 
identify, engage, negotiate and 
customize a job, and the level of 
support needed for  success.

60

Job Search Planning
▪ Community resources

▪ Hidden job market

▪ Involvement of the job seeker – Visual resume’

▪ Develop materials

▪ Utilize social capital – Relationships - 

Networking

59
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Job Development and Negotiation 
▪ Go where it makes sense – focused on 

one job seeker - call for appt. for 20 mins.

▪ Informational interviews (2-3 per week) 

for you to learn about the tasks and 

performance expectations of the business

▪ One place leads to another

▪ Focus on contributions and skills

▪ Don’t pop the question on the first date

▪ Practice “principled negotiation”

62

Systematic Instruction 
■The key to training based on Dr. Marc Gold’s work of 

Task Analysis of each job and systematically 

teaching them to the employee

■Gives the trainer confidence to teach anything to 

anyone once the trainer completes competency-

based training

■Creates possibilities to simplify the instruction of 

otherwise complex tasks

■Removes the limits of what a person with disabilities 

is able to learn with the burden on the trainer/teacher
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Job analysis, based on the 

standards of the employer, 

happens in the first three 

phases of systematic 

instruction.

“Everybody is a genius. 

But, if you judge a fish by its ability to climb 

a tree, it will spend its whole life believing 

that it is stupid." 

          

     ~ Einstein

Systematic 

Instruction 
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Why is 
Systematic 
Instruction 
Important?

People being supported are often 
taught to follow along – not take the 
lead (“learned helplessness”). 

People are often provided low 
challenge tasks because they’re not 
believed capable of doing more. 

Good intentions with no results = no 
results. 

People with disabilities are limited 
by other’s lack of knowledge about 
good instruction. 

When you know you can teach a 
skill, your vision for new careers 
opens up.

Role of the 
Employment 
Specialist

Employment specialist does 
not replace the employer & 
coworkers

Seeks the employer’s 
solution to problems before 
offering suggestions.

The Employer is the expert 
as it pertains to the work 
Place

The employment specialist 
is the expert in disabilities

65
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Role of 

Employment 

Specialist

Promote NaturalnessPromotePromote

Support employer and 
coworkers to interact with 
person

SupportSupport

Ensure that supports are in 
place to allow the person to 
succeed

EnsureEnsure

Model interaction with the 
person for the employers and 
coworkers

ModelModel

68

Post-Employment Support 
▪ On the job

▪ Job and task(s) analysis and systematic 

instruction to meet employer’s needs

▪ Transportation

▪ Tools, equipment, clothing

▪ Consultative role to co-workers and 

supervisor to build their “natural” 

supports; maintain relationships with 

employers and employees

67
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Psychological Benefits of

 Integrated Employment

▪ Higher quality of life observed (e.g., Kraemer et al., 2003)

▪ Increase in personal independence (e.g., Taylor et al., 
2014)

▪ Increased autonomy and self-determination (Wehmeyer & 
Bolding, 2001)

▪ Reduced daily living support needs. (Wehman et al., 
2017)

Employment First
http://www.pinnacleadvisory.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/reaching1.jpeg

“Employment is nature’s best physician and is essential to 

human happiness.” 
  — Galen, Greek physician

69
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Financial Stability for People 

With Disabilities
Old Paradigm:

▪ One must accept a life of poverty in exchange for public 

assistance.

New Paradigm:

▪ The full promise of the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) – equality of opportunity, full participation, 

independent living and economic self-sufficiency

▪ Opportunity to earn income through employment

▪ Ability to use safe and affordable financial services

▪ Encouragement to save and build assets/resources/savings

▪ Right to exercise control over personal finances

▪ Right to develop money management skills, practice self- 

determination and design a person-centered service 

portfolio

S
lid

e
 7

1

72

Employing People 

with Intellectual 

and Developmental 

Disabilities

71
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OVERVIEW

Four

main 

findings

FINDING 2

Top employers find a ready pool of ideal workers
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“Equal Justice Under the Law”
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For Additional Information, contact

Allan I. Bergman

HIGH IMPACT 

Mission-based Consulting and Training

312 N. Fiore Parkway

Vernon Hills, IL. 60061

(773) 332-0871

aibergman@comcast.net
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