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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Paid work during high school serves as a steppingstone to postsecondary employment for young adults
with severe disabilities. Yet, youth with significant cognitive impairments rarely have the opportunity to experience paid
work during high school.
OBJECTIVE: The purpose of this study was to identify the range of facilitators that promote paid employment for youth
with severe disabilities during high school.
METHOD: We conducted individual and focus group interviews with 74 special educators, adult agency providers, school
district leaders, parents of youth with severe disabilities, and local employers.
RESULTS: Participants discussed 36 facilitators spanning nine major categories: collaboration, training and information,
attitudes and mindsets, supports for youth, youth work experiences, knowledge and skill instruction, staffing, individualization,
and transportation. We identified similarities and differences in the factors emphasized by each of the five stakeholder groups.
CONCLUSION: Renewed attention should be focused on key practices and partnerships needed to facilitate community-
based work experiences for youth with severe disabilities prior to graduation.
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1. Introduction

Employment is critical for all youth in preparing
for the transition from secondary education to adult-
hood, as work will likely occupy the bulk of their adult
lives (Fussel & Furstenburg, 2005). Early work expe-
riences provide youth with meaningful opportunities
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to learn essential skills towards supporting them-
selves and contributing to society. For youth with
intellectual disability, autism, or multiple disabili-
ties who have significant cognitive impairments (i.e.,
severe disabilities), obtaining work experience prior
to graduation is considered effective practice (Maz-
zotti et al., 2021). When youth with severe disabilities
are connected to paid work experiences during high
school, they are significantly more likely to attain
paid employment following their graduation (Carter
et al., 2012). Unfortunately, less than one quarter of
youth with severe disabilities access these influen-
tial experiences before graduation (Lipscomb et al.,
2017), and those who do attain employment are fre-
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quently limited to entry-level positions with minimal
wages (Almalky, 2020).

Several intervention studies have focused on
preparing youth with severe disabilities for work.
Many of these studies have sought to improve par-
ticular vocational skills, such as work-related social
skills (e.g., Baker-Ericzen et al., 2018) or specific
job tasks (e.g., Alexander et al., 2013). These stud-
ies have demonstrated that individuals with severe
disabilities can improve their vocational skillset
when interventions target specific skills and tasks.
Yet, focusing narrowly on skill instruction is likely
to be insufficient for changing employment out-
comes for youth with extensive support needs related
to complex communication challenges, cognitive
impairments, or challenging behaviors (Shattuck &
Roux, 2014). Employment interventions must also
address the multiple factors that extend beyond what
youth can or cannot do (i.e., school, family, sys-
tems, and community factors; Awsumb et al., 2022;
Khayatzadeh-Mahani et al., 2020). Two interven-
tion studies have demonstrated the effectiveness
of more comprehensive approaches for connect-
ing youth with severe disabilities to paid work
experiences. Carter and colleagues (2009) evalu-
ated a multicomponent intervention comprised of
(a) community conversation events to identify new
approaches to connecting youth to work, (b) commu-
nity resource mapping to identify local supports, (c)
summer employment planning meetings, and prepar-
ing school staff as (d) community connectors and
(e) employer liaisons. This combination of strate-
gies resulted in 66% of intervention participants
obtaining summer work experiences, compared to
18% of comparison group participants. Wehman and
colleagues (2019) combined the Project SEARCH
intervention model (i.e., customized internship expe-
riences with local businesses, job coaching, and adult
agency supports) with individualized behavioral and
autism-specific supports. This approach connected
73% of intervention group participants to paid
employment, compared to 17% of comparison group
participants.

Developing comprehensive interventions that con-
nect transition-age youth (ages 14–21) with severe
disabilities to paid work experiences requires solu-
tions to persistent challenges. For example, previous
studies have identified barriers related to – but
not limited to – navigating collaborations between
special education and disability service system
providers, involvement and support from parents,
reliable and accessible transportation, access to

employment supports (e.g., job coaching), partner-
ships with local employers, and the preparation
and motivation of youth (e.g., Carter et al., 2021;
Trainor et al., 2008). As these barriers are likely
to vary across communities, capturing the perspec-
tives of multiple stakeholders who are part of the
same community can bring much-needed insights
into how prevailing barriers can be addressed locally
and which strategies might be most successful.
Two previous studies used qualitative approaches
to engage multiple stakeholder groups in address-
ing employment-related challenges. Snell-Rood and
colleagues (2020) held focus groups with 40 stake-
holders (i.e., policymakers, parents, and teachers)
to improve transition planning implementation in
schools. Participants identified a variety of strategies,
such as holding planning sessions prior to transi-
tion planning meetings to better prepare attendees,
adopting more collaborative and accessible language,
and facilitating direct and ongoing communication
between “key players” in the transition planning
process (e.g., individuals and their families, school
staff, disability services providers, employers). Like-
wise, Khayatzadeh-Mahani and colleagues (2020)
held focus groups with 31 stakeholders (i.e., indi-
viduals with developmental disabilities, caregivers,
employers, vocational training professionals, disabil-
ity services providers, policymakers, and researchers)
to generate policy solutions that address employment
barriers for individuals with developmental disabili-
ties. Among the 28 stakeholder-identified solutions,
the five garnering the greatest agreement addressed:
(a) promoting employer training and knowledge;
(b) promoting better education in high school to
enable smooth transition to postsecondary education
or employment; (c) changing policies around social
security income; (d) increasing employment opportu-
nities; and (e) teaching about inclusion, acceptance,
and human difference in schools and workplaces.

Although these studies demonstrate the value of
inviting input from key stakeholders on overcom-
ing employment-related barriers, they did not focus
specifically on ways to connect youth with severe
disabilities to paid work experiences before high
school graduation. The purpose of our study was to
generate new ideas in this area. We conducted inter-
views with five different groups of stakeholders who
play key roles in connecting youth with severe dis-
abilities to paid employment—high school special
educators, school district leaders, parents, employers,
and adult disability agency providers. We addressed
two research questions:
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Table 1
Participant demographics by stakeholder group

Variable Parents Special Adult Employers School
educators agency staff district

leaders

Focus groups 5 2 3 4 2
Individual interviews 0 8 0 0 0
Agea 53.0 (7.0) 40.7 (11.5) 44.6 (8.5) 45.5 (10.7) 48.2 (13.9)
Sexb

Female 83.3 93.3 47.1 38.5 80.0
Male 16.7 6.7 52.9 61.5 20.0

Race/ethnicityb

White 79.2 73.3 70.6 69.2 100
Black/African American 12.5 26.7 17.7 15.4 0.0
Hispanic 4.2 0.0 5.9 0.0 0.0
Asian American 4.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
American Indian, 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Alaskan, or Pacific
Islander
Multiple races/ethnicities 0.0 0.0 5.9 15.4 0.0

Highest degreeb

Bachelor’s degree N/A 6.7 58.8 N/A 0.0
Master’s degree N/A 66.7 11.8 N/A 60.0
More advanced degree N/A 26.7 17.7 N/A 40.0
Associates degree or less N/A 0.0 11.8 N/A 0.0

Years of work experiencea N/A 13.8 (8.6) 12.5 (7.3) N/A 21.0 (11.0)

Note: N/A = information not collected from stakeholder group. aMean (standard deviation). bPercentage.

RQ1: What factors facilitate access to paid work
for youth with severe disabilities during high
school?

RQ2: To what extent do views vary within and
across stakeholder groups?

2. Method

2.1. Participants and recruitment

We designed this study to inform the development
of a school-based intervention to connect youth with
severe disabilities to paid work before high school
graduation. We recruited knowledgeable stakehold-
ers from three diverse counties whose school districts
agreed to participate in the subsequent interven-
tion pilot. Each district’s enrollment ranged from
nearly 30,000 to 85,000 diverse students: 27.4%
to 74.9% were White, 5.2% to 40.0% were Black,
6.1% to 28.1% were Hispanic, 2.3% to 8.4% were
Asian American, and 0.4% to 0.8% were other
races/ethnicities. The percentage of students who
were economically disadvantaged ranged from 1.0%
to 38.3% across districts.

The 74 study participants included 24 parents,
17 agency providers, 15 educators, 13 employers,
and five school district leaders (see Table 1 for
demographics). To recruit parents, we asked spe-
cial educators and local disability organizations to
send invitations to parents and guardians of youth
with severe disabilities. Parents had at least one
youth aged 14–24 with an intellectual disability,
autism (with a cognitive impairment), or multiple dis-
abilities. The average age of their youth was 18.0
(SD = 1.9); 29% had an intellectual disability, 42%
had autism with a cognitive impairment, and 29% had
multiple disabilities. To recruit providers, we asked
state Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) leaders to send
invitations to Pre-Employment Transition Services
(Pre-ETS) specialists, VR counselors, and commu-
nity rehabilitation providers. We invited educators
and district leaders in the three districts to partici-
pate using contact information available on our state’s
online transition portal and through school leaders.
Educators were required to serve transition-age youth
(ages 14–21) with severe disabilities. District lead-
ers had responsibilities related to transition or career
development programming and included three deans
of special education, one special education direc-
tor, and one transition coordinator. Employers were
recruited through existing partnerships with the three
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participating school districts and had experiences hir-
ing youth with or without disabilities. We offered
participants a $50 VISA gift card for participating.
This study was approved by our university’s Institu-
tional Review Board.

2.2. Procedures

We conducted sixteen focus group interviews and
eight individual interviews. Nine focus groups took
place in community spaces (e.g., churches, disability
organizations, university rooms) within participating
district areas. Due to the pandemic, we held seven
focus groups and eight individual interviews through
a virtual platform (Zoom). We organized each focus
group around a single stakeholder group (e.g., fam-
ilies, educators, providers). Focus group interviews
ranged from 60 to 111 min (M = 94); individual inter-
views lasted 46–83 min (M = 64).

The project team was comprised of three research
staff, one special education faculty member, and one
special education doctoral student. At least two team
members attended each interview—one serving as
the facilitator and the other as the notetaker. We
audio recorded all interviews, and one staff member
took notes on participants’ nonverbal behaviors. The
facilitator asked participants to select pseudonyms,
explained the study purpose, and addressed conver-
sation etiquette (e.g., allowing everyone to speak,
respecting confidentiality).

We developed a semi-structured interview protocol
(available by request) based upon our team’s exten-
sive transition experience and youth employment
literature. It addressed five primary topics: (1) con-
ceptions of meaningful work for youth with severe
disabilities, (2) prevailing barriers to paid employ-
ment, (3) potential facilitators for paid employment,
(4) views of community partnerships, and (5) feed-
back on the initial intervention model. For the current
paper, the most salient interview questions were:
What do you think would have to be in place to
support youth with severe disabilities to have paid
employment during high school? Which of these fac-
tors do you consider to be most important? Why?
However, participants often addressed facilitators
throughout the interviews. As participants shared
their insights, we listed each facilitator they named
on large post-it notes (for in person interviews) or in
a shared document (for virtual interviews). We used
probing questions to prompt participants to elabo-
rate, provide additional examples, or offer additional
perspectives.

2.3. Data analysis

Our team used a constant-comparative approach to
develop themes and codes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008;
Guest et al., 2013). Each interview was transcribed
verbatim, checked for accuracy, and deidentified prior
to analysis. After reviewing each research question
and the coding process, four team members utilized
soft coding to create a list of preliminary facilitators.
Two team members then met and reached consensus
on each of the identified soft coded facilitators. We
developed a working codebook by defining each of
the facilitators that emerged and creating theme cat-
egories. We developed names of themes and codes
based on the transition literature (e.g., promote youth
self-determination), the words of participants (e.g.,
focus on youth strengths), and our team’s transition
expertise (e.g., provide access to natural supports).

The entire project team then met to review the
working codebook until consensus was achieved. We
used open coding to incorporate additional themes
and categories that were not apparent during soft
coding but emerged later through coding (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008). Team members then independently
coded transcripts, with each transcript coded by at
least two team members. Each transcript was given
an initial code for pertinent units (e.g., phrases, short
paragraphs), and we updated, deleted, or developed
new codes as necessary. Team members coding the
same transcripts met regularly to review any segments
that required coders to come to consensus and make
necessary codebook changes. The entire team met
weekly to discuss iterative changes to the codebook
until all transcripts were coded.

The team used Dedoose ® to manage transcripts
and ensure that identified themes and codes reflected
the data. We organized facilitators to paid employ-
ment by stakeholder group and determined the
amount of emphasis placed on each facilitator based
on (a) the proportion of references to participants in
the stakeholder group and (b) the significance and
attention stakeholders expressed in the coded seg-
ment. We identified five levels of emphasis: none,
minor emphasis, moderate emphasis, major empha-
sis, and extensive emphasis (see Fig. 1). While
some facilitators were mentioned and/or discussed
by nearly all stakeholders (i.e., extensive emphasis),
other facilitators were mentioned in passing without
being expanded upon or mentioned only a handful of
times (i.e., minor emphasis).

We increased the credibility and trustworthiness of
our qualitative findings in several ways (Brantlinger
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Fig. 1. Facilitators to employment organized by category and emphasis.

et al., 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). We used
purposive sampling to ensure all participants had
in-depth knowledge of youth with severe disabili-
ties, transition services, and/or youth employment
within local communities. We maintained an audit
trail throughout data collection and analysis. We
adopted a team-based approach to mitigate individual
biases through investigator triangulation and consen-
sus. Within identified themes and codes, we identified
disconfirming evidence, which led to the finaliza-
tion, changing, or removal of necessary categories.

We conducted member checking by sharing a sum-
mary of the themes and codes with each stakeholder,
asking for feedback on needed changes or missing
facilitators.

3. Results

Participants identified a wide array of 36 facil-
itators that could help promote paid employment
for youth with severe disabilities. Figure 1 orga-
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nizes facilitators within nine categories, from most
emphasis to least emphasis across the five stakeholder
groups. Although some facilitators were raised within
multiple stakeholder groups, others were unique to
only two or three groups. For example, all stakehold-
ers emphasized providing community-based work
experiences to youth, but only agency providers and
district leaders discussed training providers to help
youth access jobs. In the following sections, we
organize facilitators (italicized) within each category,
beginning with those that were most emphasized.

3.1. Collaboration

Participants identified six areas in which collabo-
rations should be pursued or strengthened to promote
employment. Collaboration with businesses garnered
the most attention and was considered especially crit-
ical. As one parent said, “I think the number one
organization or set of organizations that needs to be
involved are the businesses.” Likewise, one provider
asserted that they needed much “stronger connec-
tions in the community with business leaders and
business owners and more time to build those rela-
tionships.” Employers affirmed this sentiment and
noted their eagerness to become involved at the front
end: “the earlier on you get employers involved in a
long-term commitment throughout this whole thing,
the better it is.” Engaging businesses was said to
require marketing of the benefits of hiring youth
with severe disabilities. As one employer explained,
“Every company wants to do things that are good
for the community, but they also want to do things
that are going to benefit them.” Maintaining employer
collaborations was also said to require strong commu-
nication. Employers wanted to know about the needs
of the youth they hired: “it might be helpful to an
employer to already know what kind of accommoda-
tions are made [for the youth] at school, so you can
allow for those same accommodations to be made in
the workplace.” Employers were also willing to share
recommendations with schools: “I think that getting
[employer] feedback would be really good and prob-
ably on a regular basis. Because they’ll probably give
you more information than the student will as far as
how they’re doing and what they need to work on.”

Collaboration with families was also discussed at
length. Parents said they wanted to know how their
youth were doing on the job (“I would need a weekly
report of what he’s doing, how his day went;” “I don’t
need daily phone call, but a frequent follow up”). One
employer suggested that this communication sched-

ule could be thinned over time, “Maybe if they start
out, there’s weekly communication just to kind of
make sure everything is going smooth with it. And
then kind of release that as time goes on.” Parents
wanted to know what their child was learning and how
they could support these endeavors (“How are you
teaching at school? So, that way, I can emulate that at
home”). A few parents also said they found it helpful
when they could collaborate with other families. One
mother explained:

Maybe for groups of parents whose children are
working to share that support system [could facili-
tate employment for youth]. “Hey, I’m sick today.
Are you free to drive my child to work?” Or,
“Hey, I can’t function today. I’m overwhelmed
with life.” “I’ll help you out. I’m free.”

Participants also asserted that collaboration with
providers was also needed to promote youth employ-
ment. Educators identified Pre-ETS providers as
much-needed partners in this pursuit, “[Pre-ETS
providers] help us make those connections and help
us talk with businesses.” They also discussed how
adult providers could establish the supports and con-
tinuity that youth with severe disabilities would need
for long-term employment success (“making sure
there’s a seamless line going from Pre-ETS to [Voca-
tional] Rehab,” “getting a case open with vocational
rehabilitation as soon as the youth is ready to leave
school”). As one district leader explained:

In all this collaboration, we still have to bring in
the Pre-ETS people and the VR people because
ultimately these are the people that are going to
be working that last year and years to come. All
need to understand what’s everyone’s role . . . and
focus.

Collaboration with the community was also raised
as key to paid employment. A district leader described
gaining community buy-in by “not only going out
into the community, but also inviting them to come
to us and see a little bit about what our population
is like.” One educator acknowledged the importance
of local supports, saying “there are so many other
organizations and groups out there that are beneficial
for our students that can lead to employment or sup-
port employment.” Likewise, a provider shared, “[the
community] is vital because, number one, they’re a
network; our teachers, our principals are all networks
to things outside. So, they may not be working in
the school system, but they may know people who
have jobs.” Participants also emphasized the need to
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utilize current collaborations, or greater engagement
with partners already involved in other educational
endeavors. These existing collaborations took place
within the school (“as a county, our teachers collabo-
rate a lot . . . we collaborate a ton, which is helpful
because we partner at our job sites”) and beyond
the school (“the only way we were able to do what
we do is because we have a partnership with a Pre-
ETS contractor who does a lot of our stuff for us”).
Collaboration with schools was a focus area for
district leaders and providers. Providers anchored
their discussion to the importance of partnering with
schools, “you’re in there and you’re working with a
teacher...[then] when you’re gone, that teacher can
continue on what you’re working on.” One provider
expressed their desire for educators to reach out for
support: “call me up and say, I have this young per-
son who wants to do this in the future...What should
I be working on for this position? How can I help
them get ready to pursue this position?” District lead-
ers provided suggestions for collaboration within the
school system: “work-based learning [staff] would
like for people to have an advisory group, but it
[should] be a local advisory group that would consist
of your [career technical education] teachers, your
work-based learning staff, your transition teachers,
everybody who’s interested in getting kids connected
with a business.”

3.2. Training and information

Providing training and information was widely
emphasized for building the capacity and com-
mitment of various stakeholders to support the
employment of youth with severe disabilities. All
five stakeholder groups identified the value of provid-
ing training and information to businesses related to
best practices in integrated employment. They offered
suggestions for providing disability awareness train-
ing focused on “how to interact” and “positively
engage” with employees with disabilities, creating
“a comfortable workspace,” identifying the “type of
accommodations that they may need,” determining
who “they could reach out to for help,” and promot-
ing awareness of available “resources” and “reference
guides.” Parents and educators felt such efforts could
“show employers possibilities” so “they’re more will-
ing and accepting of our students.” Some employers
described how previous trainings had “alleviated a
lot of [their own] hesitations and fears.” They sug-
gested that trainings incorporate “real life examples”
and involve employers “who [have] the experience

and [have] successfully worked with students with
disabilities in the work environment that can truly
speak to and answer any questions.”

Efforts to train and inform families were also
said to encourage their pursuit of employment. Each
stakeholder group stressed the importance of “start-
ing early” when providing information to parents.
As one parent explained, knowing “whether this is
a trajectory somebody wanted to go on shouldn’t
be something that they’re deciding going into their
senior year.” Instead, one educator suggested that
“having those resources and really thinking about [the
youth’s] plan early on is the best.” A district leader
explained that early conversations could “help break
down some of those fears and ensure that the sys-
tems and supports are in place by the time the student
is . . . set up to be in paid employment.” Participants
also recommended different ways of connecting par-
ents with needed employment information, such as
school-sponsored parent transition nights that could
link parents to “representatives from different pro-
grams” and provide parents a forum to “ask questions
and [be] around other parents whose children are
similar to theirs.” Other suggestions for information
sharing included “an online portal,” “some kind of
a roadmap or a directory,” a “manual,” or a “video
[parents] could watch.” Relevant topics were said to
include “accommodations,” “social security,” “ben-
efits counseling,” “what to expect when your child
[gets] a job,” and “how to communicate with an
employer to advocate for your child.” One educator
focused on supporting “parents on being, not the job
coach, but being kind of that liaison between their
child and the employer because . . . they’re the expert
on their child.”

District leaders and educators recommended train-
ing school staff to facilitate paid employment for
youth with disabilities. They described special edu-
cators as unaware of employment-related transition
resources, such as managing government benefits, or
unfamiliar with “the various agencies that are going
to need to be involved.” Educators said they wanted to
learn about real examples of successful employment
partnerships “to learn exactly what work-based learn-
ing really is.” They also wanted to connect with other
special educators to “talk about what other schools
are doing.” One educator felt that having access to
data on youths’ transition experiences and outcomes
could spur change in this area:

They would need to be able to see the numbers,
comparatively, of students that have received
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some type of pre-ETS training, or some type of
employment training, compared to students that
stay in a classroom and never get that type of
work-based learning or anything of that nature.
The outcome is what they would need to see [to
realize] that the outcomes for long-term employ-
ment or for employment in general are much
better for students who have had that opportunity
to get that training and support that they need.

Agency providers and district leaders also rec-
ommended training agency providers on connecting
youth with severe disabilities to the workplace. As
with educators, providers desired training on “real-
life situations” because, as one provider stated, “until
you’re actually in this situation, you’re not sure how
you would react.” Others suggested developing a
“certification in pre-ETS” or a “job coach certifi-
cation, so “businesses would be much more open
knowing that the person [working with youth] really
had a good handle on how to teach someone to do a
job.” One agency provider suggested training focused
on how to work “more hand in hand with the instruc-
tors [in] the classroom” towards the shared goal of
helping youth attain paid employment.

3.3. Attitudes and mindsets

Participants suggested that the views people
hold about employment and youth with severe
disabilities can shape the opportunities, instruc-
tion, and supports they provide. Participants urged
the adoption of various attitudes or mindsets that
could impact the pursuit of paid work. Increas-
ing family expectations received attention across
all five groups. Participants—including parents
themselves—addressed the importance of families
presuming their child can and should work in the
community. Such a mindset would likely lead to
their “investing” of time and energy in supporting
employment through providing transportation, advo-
cating for their child’s employment needs, teaching
their child job-related skills, or accommodating their
child’s work schedules. As one district leader stated,
“Parents need to be invested in [youth working]
before we can really do anything.” Others agreed that
“getting parents on board” should happen “early”
in their children’s lives. One educator described an
encounter in which a grandparent caught a first
glimpse of how work might be possible for her grand-
child with severe disabilities:

A few years ago, we had one of our students—we
do dining room assistance—and a grandmother
came up to us and said, “I’m so thankful to see this
young person working here, because my grandson
is three, and I didn’t think he had any oppor-
tunities. And now I see this happening!” So, it
gave them hope as a grandparent that felt power-
less, that there might be some future that they had
already maybe written off.

Parents echoed these sentiments. One mother
explained that envisioning her son working was “hard
for me to imagine” because of his disabilities. How-
ever, she said, “show me something my kid can do and
I’m in.” Indeed, all the parents in this study agreed
that they would be supportive of employment if they
could see the supports that would be in place.

Many agency providers, educators, and employ-
ers spoke of destigmatizing disability by increasing
community awareness of and exposure to youth with
severe disabilities. Educators recommended “spread-
ing awareness of different learning abilities” in their
communities and helping businesses “accept our
students and their accommodations.” Multiple par-
ticipants maintained that eliminating stigmas around
youth with severe disabilities could lead to normal-
izing paid employment so that it became “just part of
our culture.” One agency provider, who is also the
father of a youth with disabilities, emphasized this
mindset:

I think about my son. When he left school, I just
presented him with he would have a job. And
because I just said, well, you’re going to have
a job, then he just also said that he would have a
job and went right out and found a job . . . . So,
I think we just have to presume competence and
always expect that the people we serve are going
to be looking for jobs just like everyone else.

Several educators and agency providers raised the
importance of motivating youth to value work: “I have
a real job and the work I’m doing is worth making
money just like everybody else.” This was said to be
a challenge for some youth who lacked enthusiasm
for working. Participants suggested emphasizing the
value of wages (e.g., “to make the connection that,
‘if I work, I get money”’) as means to buy items of
interest. An educator said,

To know that they are valued members in this
society and in this community, we want to pay
you for that. We want to pay you for the work,
we want to pay you for your expertise. We want
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to pay you for the work that you do. It’s going
to be a game-changer and I think it’s going to be
something that’s going to be motivating for our
kids to do.

A few participants, however, indicated that it may
take more effort to spur motivation among youth
with significant cognitive impairments. One district
leader described how her teachers collaborated with
employers to recognize and celebrate youths’ obtain-
ment of jobs:

We started something called “A Signing Day,”
where we really tried to get students hooked up
with jobs...students would interview for the job,
and if they got the job . . . we had a big banquet
where the employer would come out and present
them a uniform or something. Much like a college
athlete when they get accepted to a college to play
football.

Participants also suggested that creating a “cultural
shift” in which communities expect youth with severe
disabilities to work could be advanced by collectively
focusing on youth strengths. Finding jobs that “fit” the
strengths of youth with severe disabilities and capital-
ize upon their skills could help shift how communities
view them. One educator described this wish:

I’ve had so many businesses say they love our
students coming, and it impacts their business so
much, and the people that they work with. And I
think that the world needs to see that.

Indeed, one employer exclaimed that “it just gives
me chills” to realize that a young man with severe
disabilities he hired was “just as capable of doing the
job and earning the same wage as the person next to
him without that disability.”

Some educators and families insisted that addi-
tional incentives were needed to motivate employers
to hire youth with severe disabilities. They suggested
recognizing employers who hired youth with disabil-
ities through “word of mouth” and “public service
announcements.” Others suggested publicizing “tax
breaks” as incentives for employers. Yet, no employ-
ers mentioned monetary incentives or recognition to
increase their interest in hiring youth.

Agency providers, educators, and families
expressed that increasing focus on vocational
preparation in school curricular aims was necessary
for improving the employability of youth with
severe disabilities. Participants discussed the need
for staff and administrators to shift focus from

solely academic requirements to also helping youth
develop practical skills needed for work. Examples
included (a) offering an occupational-focused
diploma pathway for youth, balancing core content
requirements (e.g., “algebra”) with more work-based
learning experiences and “functional academics”
and (b) “dual-enrollment” college classes, and
“internships that could lead to paid employment.”
Multiple parents expressed that preparing youth for
the workplace was “much more valuable” to them
than their youth learning advanced academic skills
in high school and felt that their youth would see
more “benefit” in learning job skills than academic
coursework. Some educators and agency providers,
alike, discussed the need for “special segments”
of time to be carved out within packed student
schedules to provide Pre-ETS during the school day.

3.4. Support for youth

Participants identified four areas of support that
would enable youth with severe disabilities to expe-
rience success in the workplace. Increasing access to
quality job coaches was discussed most extensively.
Each of the five groups described a myriad of ways
that job coaching could be tailored to address the
individual needs of youth. Employers emphasized the
importance of having a job coach who could act as
“a resource if a question comes up.” One employer
said this could entail “just a 10-minute conversation,
if nothing else, so we each see what the issue is and
that person may be able to help the employer resolve
the issue.” Many parents felt a job coach ensured
there was one consistent person who they and their
child could trust because, as one parent explained,
“the safety [of the youth] depends every day on that
person.” At the same time, an educator emphasized
that job coaching must fade over time:

When our students do get paid employment, they
still need that person to go in and help support
them for a few weeks, a few months, a few days,
whatever it may be; teach them and make sure
they have ways and have the skills to stand up for
what they need at work, and they know what’s
expected of them, and then back off and let them
do their thing.

In addition to formal job coaching, each stake-
holder group advocated that access to natural
supports be built into work experiences. This could
entail identifying supportive co-workers or establish-
ing mentorship relationships. Parents said their child
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would benefit from having a coworker who “could
keep an eye and maybe see that they’re getting frus-
trated . . . and just go, ‘Hey, what’s going on?’ or
do something that they know works to calm them
down.” Employers also described creative ways of
incorporating natural supports, such as through an
“orientation dinner” during which new employees
were paired with mentoring employees or establish-
ing a regular check-in time with each employee.
Identifying natural supports was believed to decrease
the reliance of youth on formal job coaching and pro-
mote greater independence. As an agency provider
explained, “finding those natural supports is really,
really important . . . so that when [the youth] leaves
us, they are not relying on [a job coach]. They all
have those natural supports in place and they develop
those relationships . . . like every other employee
would.”

Increasing family participation was also con-
sidered a critical support. Participants described
the varied roles families could play in providing
work-related support. One educator emphasized the
noticeable difference this avenue of support can make
in obviating barriers:

Once you get the family on board, and you tell
them why this is important...when I say on board,
they’re going to be supportive, they’re going to get
the adult [services] that they need. Then you can
get around the transportation, you can get around
all the other stuff.

Parents also recognized the necessity of their own
support. One mother shared, “after they graduate, par-
ents most likely are going to be the person who’s
going to keep it going.” Another mother noted that
parents are “the only people who are going to be
involved with them the rest of their lives.” One
provider suggested that family participation in Pre-
ETS will increase if families are shown the benefits
from the beginning, “making [families] vested from
the get go, pre-employment transition, and let them
see the importance of it.” Moreover, one employer
noted the impact a relationship can have on improving
family participation:

I would think for me as a parent, I would feel a
little bit more comfortable and secure putting my
child into an environment if I had the opportunity
to meet those individuals that they were going to
be working with and interacting with, whether it’s
a manager, general manager or HR director.

Environmental supports, such as workplace
accommodations and modifications, could also be
instrumental for youth with severe disabilities.
Agency providers and parents both identified assis-
tive technology that could assist youth, such as using
smartphone applications for work task “reminders or
checklists.” Employers expressed their willingness to
make accommodations based on youth’s needs by
addressing “any kind of restrictions that they might
have in certain areas,” “focusing on their skillset and
making sure that the company knows that they are
able to do that work,” and “accommodating them in
any way, within reason.”

3.5. Youth work experiences

The value of hands-on experiences was empha-
sized by all stakeholder groups as a pathway to
employment. One recommended avenue involved
providing school-based work experiences. Establish-
ing on-campus experiences was shared as a way
to prepare youth with disabilities for subsequent
employment in the community. For example, one
district leader described how schools used work simu-
lation labs to teach job-related skills in the classroom.
Likewise, an educator described how youth learned
to “order supplies, check inventory, and take orders”
while working at the school’s café. For parents, these
experiences allowed their children to “work on tasks
in a controlled environment” before they eventually
“shifted to an unfamiliar environment.” One parent
explained:

I think it’s really important, especially if there’s a
way for those 19 to 22-year-olds to be able to fail
in a controlled situation. And not only be coached
about the performance issues related to the job,
but the hard issues related to getting through it. I
mean all of us probably went through that early
in our careers. We had those moments where we
face planted. And, there was the, okay, we got to
get back on the horse and do that report again,
or do whatever again . . . if those kids are given a
chance to fail in a controlled environment, I think
they’ll be better set for actual employment after
transition.

All stakeholder groups heavily recommended pro-
viding community-based work experiences. Involve-
ment in authentic workplaces was said to help
youth learn the “soft skills of having a job” while
“socially interacting with bosses and co-workers.” An
employer described how he saw youths’ “social skills
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develop and confidence build” within a community
business. An agency provider echoed this value of
hands-on experiences in the community:

Just having the hands-on skills is just so impor-
tant. And seeing that the progress that my students
have made . . . that was just so evident and it’s
really exciting and fun to see just them working
together. We came up to these job sites and they
actually get to physically do the work and really
train alongside other employees and it’s just, they
learn so much faster that way.

Several district leaders described how community-
based experiences could support the generalization of
new skills. For example, one leader shared that “a stu-
dent may perform one way in the school building with
staff they are familiar with, in an environment they
are familiar with. And then things feel very different
when you are exposed to the real thing.”

3.6. Knowledge and skill instruction

Participants identified several areas in which work-
related instruction should be provided to youth with
severe disabilities. Many recommended providing
career planning focused on helping youth engage
in career awareness and exploration. One agency
provider described the questions every youth should
be ready to answer:

What are different careers? What are they inter-
ested in? What does it take to get the job you want?
Then, what are some jobs you can get along the
way to get to that maybe “fancy” job you want to
do some day?

Stakeholders also recommended providing
employment instruction, such as teaching col-
lateral skills. Examples included “soft” skills,
executive functioning skills, and social skills that
have relevance across career fields. Participants
suggested teaching youth to use eye contact in the
workplace, follow workplace rules (e.g., cell phone
etiquette, arriving to work on time, maintaining a
professional appearance), get along with coworkers
and supervisors, and persist through difficult tasks.
Recognizing that becoming “a good value employee”
does not “happen naturally,” stakeholders suggested
instruction begin as early as possible. Moreover,
several participants spoke of the importance of
supporting youth in preparing for job applications
by developing a resume, practicing interview skills,
completing applications, developing computer skills,

or obtaining necessary identification documents. A
few participants suggested that career technical edu-
cation (CTE) or science, technology, engineering,
and math (STEM) courses could serve as contexts
for teaching these skills. However, an educator noted
that gaining access to these courses was difficult
for youth with severe disabilities and required
considerable advocacy.

With the exception of employers, all stake-
holder groups recommended promoting youth
self-determination through ongoing instruction and
opportunities for practice. A few educators discussed
teaching youth to set goals and monitor progress;
yet, most examples focused on equipping youth to
identify and self-advocate for needed supports. One
educator framed teaching self-advocacy skills as a
primary focus of her work with youth:

Regardless of what happens in the commu-
nity . . . if I have equipped you with what you need
to go and advocate for you . . . then you know “I
need to be my own voice or find someone who can
be a voice for me when my voice doesn’t seem to
be heard.”

3.7. Staffing

The need for new staffing models to implement
many of the previously mentioned strategies was also
addressed. All stakeholder groups recommended pro-
viding dedicated staff who could serve as a transition
services liaison for youth, their families, educators,
agencies, businesses, and other stakeholders in the
community. One educator identified a need for a “des-
ignated person at the school system” who “identified
businesses they thought would be disability friendly.”
Having a point person freed up other educators to
focus on day-to-day teaching. Likewise, an employer
recommended having “a dedicated point of contact”
that employers “can turn to if we’re having any kind
of issues.” Parents also saw value in having a single
person in charge of “coordinating all of the resources”
and “grabbing research from other areas to see if it
works for us.” For district leaders, having a designated
“navigator to sit down with families” could keep fam-
ilies from feeling “overwhelmed or buried in all the
resources.” Finally, agency providers echoed the need
for “one go-to person” to ensure strong collaboration.

Participants also raised the need to increase staff
who serve youth in a transition role (i.e., teach-
ers, providers, support staff). An agency provider
highlighted how “having support staff” allows for
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participation in “IEP meetings, job fairs, and resource
fairs.” Similarly, an educator punctuated the need for
more staff to support youth in community work expe-
riences:

In my classroom, I have 10 [students]. I have two
assistants. But in terms of work-based learning,
when you have 30 kids who are going out to work-
based learning, six adults doesn’t cut it especially
when you have [youth with more significant sup-
port needs] who do need more of that support
as well. And if you’re wanting to get them into
more advanced positions, that’s something that
we’ll definitely have to look at is increasing those
numbers and saying how important it is for there
to be more staff.

Finally, educators, district leaders, and parents all
advocated for increasing support for staff around
employment. This could involve ensuring “major
support from the administration” is available or that
educators can partner with “Pre-ETS in every school.”
Educators reported, “I think you have to have the sup-
port of the admin team as well. I think you really have
to have your principal on board and backing [paid
employment during high school] in order to make
it successful.” Educators also discussed the need to
increase visibility of special educators in leadership
roles to better support youth seeking paid employ-
ment:

We don’t have a lot of presence from our leaders
in our district because there’s so many schools,
so maybe if there was more funding, we could
have that, so that way those students can get as
much support as they can. Right now, they’re just
depending on their teacher, but a lot of times, we
don’t really have everything, so if [special educa-
tion] has more presence as far as leadership goes
in the school, then maybe I think we would have
more resources and more support.

3.8. Individualization

Recognizing the importance of individualization
in the pathway to employment, participants dis-
cussed ways in which transition experiences should
be personalized for each individual youth. One
area involved developing job opportunities. Some
participants expressed concern with schools or agen-
cies “just taking the whole group [of youth]” to
workplaces for work-based learning. Instead, they
recommended “trying to figure out what works for

each child.” The input of parents was more varied.
For example, several parents pointed to the growing
number of “special needs businesses that are pop-
ping up” to employ individuals with disabilities. One
of these mothers maintained that “my child would be
perfectly fine in a special needs community for the
rest of her life.” Other parents emphasized inclusive
work settings:

Special needs coffee shops...I kind of think are
awesome because you’ve got your staff and the
community’s expectations...they know going in
that this is run by people with special needs. But
it keeps them out of the other workplaces. So, I
don’t know. We need a balance.

Agency providers, educators, families, and dis-
trict leaders all suggested aligning jobs with the
skillsets and interests of each youth. Several providers
highlighted the importance of supporting youth in
“identifying long-term employment goals” and uti-
lizing backwards planning to determine “what are
the education requirements, where are we starting at
and where are we trying to get to?” They discussed
the need to consider youths’ “strengths,” “abilities,”
“choice,” “support needs,” and the “barriers there are
going to be to meeting these goals” when devel-
oping jobs for youth. Several educators agreed that
“working in food service for someone who’s really
passionate about physical fitness doesn’t make a lot of
sense.” One educator spoke of the benefits of match-
ing youth with jobs that reflect a healthy balance of
interest and challenge:

I love, love placing students at job sites where
they’re actually interested and where they don’t
really know what they’re doing quite yet. Because
then you do get to see the growth and you know
they’re continuing to learn.

Some parents pointed out that this task is “the
toughest part” of the process. However, finding jobs
that are “meeting the kid’s heart...so there is some
type of pleasure” remained a priority.

To develop jobs aligned to the interests and
preferences of youth, participants recommended
administering transition assessments that identify
existing skills, strengths, and areas of growth. They
agreed that youth should participate in career assess-
ments early and often to identify jobs of interest.
Strengths-based assessments were considered far
more valuable than traditional assessments focused
on academic and behavioral domains. Yet, multiple
educators and providers lamented the limited avail-



M.A. Schutz et al. / Pathways to youth employment 23

ability of such assessments for youth with severe
disabilities. Some participants also proposed provid-
ing person-centered planning meetings that ensured
youth “have control and have some say in what’s
going on.” One educator suggested holding an ini-
tial person-centered planning meeting when you are
in “late middle school,” followed by an additional
meeting in 10th or 11th grade because youth tend
to “like different stuff” as they get older. Yet, mul-
tiple stakeholders voiced a desire for more support
in this area. One parent explained, “I feel there are
some great services and support around [this] area,
but I feel like not everybody knows about them.” An
agency provider agreed, “I really don’t know much
about person-centered planning” but “we would love
to have some help in that area.”

3.9. Transportation

Lastly, all stakeholder groups acknowledged that
providing youth with access to transportation is a
requisite to successful employment. Youth were said
to need a variety of safe and reliable transportation
options. As one employer explained, “if we want to
hire this person – whether it be the parents committing
or a transportation on demand, public transportation
system, a bus system – that would help as well as
far as getting students employed.” An educator also
affirmed the need for more inclusive and accessible
transportation for youth with severe disabilities:

Those students definitely will need transportation
and also accommodations made where there’s
pictures and visual print that they can see.
Because some of my students have visual dis-
parities as well. So, like I said, a lot of the
transportation is not conducive to students that
have special needs. There’s some where there’s
pictures, and they have guides. But if they can’t
read, who’s going to read it to them? There’s no
audio or anything like that that can help them, so
I just feel like we have to do better.

Participants also acknowledged the importance of
providing travel training and support to youth and
families. They recognized that each youth would have
unique needs in this area. and one agency provider
acknowledged that providing travel training could
“be its own course or lesson depending on the stu-
dent’s needs.” One district leader noted that travel
training needed to occur “before securing the job,
so that you know that they can travel to and from
[the job] safely.” An employer emphasized the impor-

tance of having transportation in place before getting
out into employment to “have that foundation set.”
Most stakeholders in the parent group discussed how
travel training taught their child that “safety [is] not
just about the workplace”.

4. Discussion

In this qualitative study, we examined how various
stakeholders (i.e. parents, educators, district leaders,
providers, and employers) viewed key factors needed
to facilitate early work experiences for youth with
severe disabilities. Stakeholders created a broad list of
factors that may address a wide spectrum of barriers
currently encountered by youth with severe disabili-
ties in connecting to paid employment.

Promoting early work experiences for youth
with severe disabilities requires a comprehensive
approach. Previous studies have identified impor-
tant practices and experiences that can increase the
likelihood of youth with disabilities working, such
as community-based internships, school-business
partnerships, and staff training for meeting the
disability-related needs of youth (e.g., Carter et al.,
2009; Wehman et al., 2019). Nonetheless, the wide
spectrum of 36 facilitators identified across nine dif-
ferent categories in this study illustrates the necessity
of a broader support paradigm that addresses (a)
instruction, experiences, and supports for youth and
(b) the capacity of those who support them. Stake-
holders placed extensive emphasis on items across
all themes, suggesting that a great deal of concurrent
efforts must be made if paid employment is to happen
for youth who have multifaceted needs and require
extensive supports. The wide-ranging approach to
intervention that emerged from our conversations is
not altogether surprising. Yet, schools may find it
challenging to address all these areas concurrently
in the absence of guidance.

Implementing such a comprehensive approach
requires coordination and cooperation. In this study,
collaboration emerged among the most emphasized
areas across stakeholder groups. Participants repeat-
edly asserted the importance of developing strong and
sustained partnerships among schools, employers,
agency providers, families, and their communities.
Such collaboration is necessary to address the breadth
of essential areas and aligns with findings from other
studies addressing employment outcomes for individ-
uals with severe disabilities (e.g., Carter et al., 2009;
Carter et al., 2016). Nonetheless, the variations across
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stakeholder groups in this study could be readily
addressed through collaboration. For example, edu-
cators and district leaders placed extensive emphasis
on providing families with training and information
on career planning, while employers stressed the need
for businesses to receive training and information on
supporting employees with disabilities. Collabora-
tion amongst these groups can lead to far-reaching
plans of action that address each of these important
facilitators.

Several facilitators emphasized by stakeholders
focused on the opportunities and assistance youth
with severe disabilities would need to access work
experiences. For example, all stakeholder groups
placed major or extensive emphasis on providing
youth with community-based work experiences.
Likewise, families and employers emphasized the
need for youth to access quality job coaches, and
employers highlighted the importance of natural sup-
ports in the workplace. This emphasis is consistent
with prevailing support paradigms that recognizes
that transition outcomes do not depend wholly on the
skills and knowledge that youth currently possess
(Shattuck & Roux, 2014). Instead, youth with severe
disabilities must be provided with a collection of
individualized supports that help bridge distance
between their strengths and the demands of their
preferred workplace. At the same time, participants
emphasized the importance of providing youth with
strong instruction in the areas of career planning,
job skills, and self-determination. Nonetheless, the
facilitators emphasized by stakeholders call for
schools and agencies to extend their efforts beyond
merely increasing youth skills and towards building
capacity for educators, families, and employers to
provide youth with the experiences and supports
needed to work for pay (e.g., training families,
employers, and school staff; providing dedicated
staff; utilizing current collaborations as a mechanism
to connect youth to work).

Mindsets may be among the most challenging
areas to address, but they are likely pre-requisites
of changes to practices and policies. District leaders
emphasized the importance of increasing family
expectations for youth to work, while educators
discussed the importance of destigmatizing disability
within their communities. Although stakeholders
discussed the challenges in changing these mindsets,
doing so may be imperative for implementing
the other areas of facilitators emphasized. For
example, expectations and attitudes related to work
can have a strong influence on whether youth,

parents, professionals, and employers will pursue or
support integrated employment (Carter et al., 2012;
Wehman et al., 2015). Indeed, beliefs about youth
with severe disabilities and their employability are
likely to impact whether any of the practices or
partnerships described are even pursued. Training
and information for families, businesses, school
staff, and providers that addresses the importance of
employment for youth during high school may pro-
vide one pathway for improving attitudes and raising
expectations.

4.1. Implications for practice

Our findings have several implications for prac-
tice. Participants recommended multiple partnerships
that schools should pursue when connecting youth
with severe disabilities to paid work. Fortunately,
while youth skills and stakeholder mindsets may be
more complicated for schools and providers to change
quickly, several strategies can be employed for inten-
tionally developing and deepening partnerships that
can result in increased employment opportunities
and connections. Establishing a community-level
transition team is one avenue through which new col-
laborations can be forged (e.g., Flowers et al., 2018).
Moreover, designating educators, providers, or oth-
ers as information liaisons between schools, agencies,
and employers (e.g., Carter et al., 2009) may facili-
tate collaboration between these groups and result
in the community-based work experiences that all
stakeholder groups in this study agreed were impor-
tant. These individuals should also provide families
with access to digestible information and resources
for supporting efforts to connect youth to work.

Nonetheless, every community is distinct in the
opportunities available and challenges that are to be
tackled for youth with disabilities to access employ-
ment. Therefore, approaches that consider the unique
characteristics of school systems and communities
are warranted. School districts could convene repre-
sentatives of each of the stakeholder groups involved
in this study to ask for their input on any changes
needed locally. Additional stakeholder groups to con-
sider could include CTE teachers, school counselors,
and representatives of job programs (e.g., Ameri-
can Jobs Centers, small business associations, local
chambers of commerce). Likewise, districts could
host their own “community conversation” events as
way of inviting the input of additional community
members (e.g., Schutz et al., 2021).
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4.2. Limitations and implications for future
research

Limitations of this study suggest areas for future
research. We limited our recruitment to three school
districts with varied makeups (e.g., demographics,
disability status, size); however, the results of this
study cannot be generalized to all of the school
districts across the country. The facilitators needed
or prioritized in other locales may vary from those
voiced by our sample. Future studies should focus on
rural districts and those that serve larger proportions
of youth from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds.

Moreover, although we sought the perspectives of
parents and professionals, we did not invite the input
of youth with severe disabilities. Identifying what
youth themselves would find most helpful in their pur-
suit of employment could enrich our understanding
of how best to support this transition. While a handful
of studies have qualitatively captured the perspectives
of young people with IDD (e.g., Griffin et al., 2019),
future researchers should identify ways of soliciting
the input of transitioning youth with severe disabili-
ties – including those with complex communication
challenges – around their own views and experiences
related to work.

Lastly, our study examined perspectives, rather
than actual practices. Although numerous recom-
mendations were made for promoting early work
experiences, the extent to which those recommen-
dations had been tried or found successful varied
across the participants. Although many of the facili-
tators aligned with research-supported practices and
predictors (Mazzotti et al., 2021), others have yet
to be studied formally (e.g., establishing a local
network of families with youth working, bringing
employers into schools to work with students with
severe disabilities). Future studies should examine
those facilitators that have been unaddressed in the
literature.

5. Conclusion

Paid work experiences during high school can
foster employment skills, provide resume-building
experiences, and facilitate linkages to employers that
increase the likelihood that youth with severe disabil-
ities will become employed following high school.
This study highlights the constellation of factors
related to youth themselves and the stakeholders who

support them in accessing paid jobs prior to grad-
uation. While several of the individual facilitators
raised in this study are not new, addressing each of
these areas will require collective efforts across stake-
holder groups. This study should prompt researchers,
practitioners, and policymakers to comprehensively
address each of these factors in feasible, sustainable
ways.
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