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Work-based Learning: Essential Practices  
for Making It Meaningful 

About NCWD/Youth 

Institute for Educational Leadership (IEL)’s Center for Workforce 
Development 

National Collaborative on Workforce and Disability for Youth 
(NCWD/Youth) – www.ncwd-youth.info    
 Funded by Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP),  

U.S. Department of Labor – www.dol.gov/odep   

 National TA Center assists state & local workforce development systems, 

including education; resources for youth & families 

 Ensure youth have access to high quality services in integrated settings to gain 

education, employment and independent living 

 Partners: IEL; Institute on Community Integration, University of Minnesota; 

Boston University School of Education 
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Guideposts for Success 

Five Essentials for Successful Transition: 

1. School-Based Preparatory Experiences 

2. Career Preparation & Work-Based Learning  

3. Youth Development & Leadership 

4. Connecting Activities 

5. Family Involvement & Supports 

http://www.ncwd-youth.info/guideposts    
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What’s Meaningful? Activity 

1. What was your first work experience? 

2. Was it meaningful?  

 Yes - What made it meaningful to you? 

 No – Why wasn’t it meaningful to you? 
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Quality Career Development Defined 
 

An iterative process of developing skills in three domains: 

1. Self Exploration – Ability to identify personal interests, skills, and 

values to better understand oneself and inform decisions  

2. Career Exploration – Ability to identify and analyze various 

career options in terms of what education, training, experience, 

and competencies are required for success 

3. Career Planning & Management – Various skills needed to 

maintain employability and navigate career changes throughout 

the lifespan (Includes soft skills, career-specific skills, job search skills, 

financial literacy skills, youth development and leadership competencies) 
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Defining Work-based Learning (WBL) 

 

A supervised experience sponsored by an 

education or training organization that links 

knowledge gained at the worksite with a planned 

program of study 
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Types of Work-based Learning 

 Internships - paid or unpaid 

 Rotations 

 Co-op (cooperative education) 

 Service learning and volunteer work 

 Apprenticeship 

 Entrepreneurship/student enterprise 

 Job shadowing and career-related mentoring 

 Worksite tours 
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Workforce Innovation & Opportunity Act 
Emphasizes Work-based Learning 
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• An internship is one form of work-based learning that 

the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 

(WIOA) emphasizes for career development 
 

• WIOA requires that youth with disabilities receive 

extensive pre-employment transition services, such as 

internships, to obtain and retain competitive integrated 

employment (DOL, 2014; Federal Register, 2015) 

Pre-Employment Transition Services (PETS) 

Five Required Services for “students” (ages 16-21) with 

disabilities – 15% of agency federal award  

• Job exploration counseling 

• Work-based learning experiences 

• Counseling…comprehensive transition services or 

postsecondary education programs in IHEs 

• Workplace readiness training to develop social skills and 

independent living  

• Instruction in self-advocacy 
9 
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Work-based Learning 

Which best describes your school or organization? 

• Currently engaging students in work-based 

learning 

• Interested in starting work-based learning but not 

doing it right now 

• We’re doing it and ROCKING it! 
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About the Practice Brief  

• 9 programs – schools & community organizations 

– Project Search (Cincinnati) 

– Marriott Bridges from School to Work (MD and DC) 

– Florida High School High Tech  

– Linking Employment, Abilities, and Potential 

(Cleveland) 

– Linking Learning to Life (NH) 
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#1 Make it Purposeful –  

Build & Practice Competencies 

Make the objectives explicit and include focus on 

building competencies 

 Develop career readiness – Learn and practice both soft skills 

& technical skills related to students’ career goals 

 Explore how youth’s skills, values, & interests match up with 

specific career pathway 

 Increase understanding of what doing the job entails, what 

employers expect, & what it takes for success 

 Connect to employers and community; increase confidence 
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Critical Competencies Include 

Employers say the skills they value most in new hires are: 

• Communication skills (speaking and writing) 

• Teamwork skills 

• Ethical decision-making 

• Critical thinking 

• Ability to apply knowledge in real-world settings (Hart Research Associates, 2015) 

In addition, students with disabilities must learn to: 

• Communicate disability-related work support and accommodation needs 

• Find, formally request, & secure supports and reasonable accommodations 

• Manage disability benefits when earning income (understand impact, value) 
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#2 Align with School-based Learning 

14 

• Offer WBL opportunities that involve applying related 

knowledge and skills from courses 

• Use student’s IEP Transition Plan and individualized 

learning plan to reflect on what experience will help 

student progress toward career and academic goals 

• Facilitate reflection activities or discussions during and 

after experience  

#3 Prepare Students 

15 

•  Pre-train in soft skills; some may also be concurrent 

– Communication, Enthusiasm and Attitude, Professionalism, 

Teamwork, Networking, Problem Solving & Critical Thinking 

• Complete some course work or training in technical 

skills (hard skills) first or concurrently if needed for 

specific career pathways or work settings 
 

• Include training on disability disclosure and 

accommodations for students with disabilities 
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“Skills to Pay the Bills”  
Soft Skills Curriculum 

16 

 ODEP’s Skills to Pay the Bills: Mastering Soft Skills 

for Workplace Success curriculum, 

http://www.dol.gov/odep/topics/youth/softskills/   

 Videos: http://www.dol.gov/dol/media/webcast/20121015-

softskills/  

Resources for Families: 

 Helping Youth Develop Soft Skills for Job Success: Tips for Parents 

and Families InfoBrief, http://www.ncwd-youth.info/information-brief-

28 

 Soft Skills Podcast series, http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/podcast/helping-youth-develop-soft-skills-for-job-success 

Practice Example 

17 

Competitive Employment Opportunities Program, 

DC Public Schools (http://dcpsceo.com/)  

• Weekly training afterschool leading to summer internship 

– Professionalism 101 (attitudes & actions) 

– Self-advocacy & disability awareness  

– Netiquette & online research 

– Networking 

– Career exploration panel 

– Job search skills 

– Professionalism 202: Dress/Troubleshooting 

– Basics of banking 

 

Disclosure and Accommodations  

411 on Disability Disclosure: A Workbook for Youth 

Youth should decide when and how much to tell others, and understand how their 

disability affects their capacity to learn and/or perform effectively 

• Videos made by youth: http://www.ncwd-youth.info/videos     

 

Accommodations—youth should be empowered to determine what environmental 

adjustments, supports, and services they need in order to access, participate and 

excel in school, at work, and in the community    

• The Job Accommodation Network (JAN), http://askjan.org/  
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#4 Build Employer/Community 
Partnerships 

19 

• Ease them in (menu of options for getting involved) 

• Continuous process of making new contacts & growing 

existing relationships 

• Use community resource mapping   

• Tap existing personal and professional networks 

• Reach out to new contacts (cold calls can work too) 

• Use outreach materials  

• Attend and host networking events 

• Employer Advisory Group 

 

     Business Networking Luncheon 

Name ________________________________ 

Organization: __________________________ 

Best way for us to contact you (circle one):  Telephone  Email  Other:__    

Telephone: ____________________  Email: ____________________ 

I would be interested in the following: 

_______ Refer Mentors – 5 minutes 

_______ Refer Mentees – 5 minutes 

_______ Guest speaker - 1 hour 

_______ Help with a mock interview – 1 hour 

_______ Informational interview (youth interviews you) – 1 hour 

_______ Business tour – 2 hours 

_______ Share sample career/industry materials – 2 hours 

_______ Job shadowing – 1 day 

_______ High-tech project advisor – 3 - 6 hrs/month (3 mos/1 quarter) 

_______ Mentor – 3 - 6 hours per month (year-round) 

_______ Other contributions: _________________________________ 

Thank You for Supporting Youth in Our Community!! 

      Speak the Employer’s Language 
(Employer Guideposts) 

• Awareness of particular industry’s needs and what motivates specific 

employer or community partner 

• Discuss benefits for employers    

• Documentation of quality work readiness skills development  

• Streamline referrals & careful matching 

• Create an employer brochure or flyer 

• Business Case: http://askearn.org/businesscase/  

• Become Employer-Friendly Intermediary, http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/information-brief-12  
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Share Your Experience 

When it comes to engaging employers 

or other community partners, what has 

worked well for you? 

22 

#5 Carefully Match Students 

23 

• Know students’ goals and needs 

• Consider using Discovery Process as alternative assessment for 

students with most significant disabilities  

• Know employer/partners’ needs and goals 

• Assess their needs upfront 

• Arrange for students to interview with employers to confirm 

it’s a match 

#6 Make Expectations Clear 

24 

• Orientation for student and supervisor (Families too!) 

• Training or learning plan/agreement including: 

– Learning objectives (general and specific to student) 

– Role and responsibilities of student, supervisor at 

workplace or community site, and your staff/school 

• Supervisor will provide feedback to student; Student will 

communicate openly; Staff will provide support; School will  

provide credit 

– Specify location, hours, dress code, other  

requirements, contact information of all parties 
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Practice Examples 

25 

• CEO Program’s handbooks for students & employers 

• http://dcpsceo.com/current-mentors/mentor-resources/  

• http://dcpsceo.com/current-students/resources/  

• LEAP: Worksite Progress Report  

http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/sites/default/files/LEAP_InternshipLearningContract.pdf  

• Florida HS/HT at Palm Bay: Student Evaluation Form 

http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/sites/default/files/AbleTrustHSHT_PSHS_InternshipAgree

ment.pdf   

 

 

 

Build Employer/Supervisor 
Disability Awareness 

Provide disability-specific information and supports: 

• Educate them on disclosure, reasonable accommodations 

• Offer disability & diversity-awareness training 

• Identify & address access/accommodations needs (How they will help 

student perform vs. legal requirements) 

• Conduct ongoing follow-up (visits, modeling) 

• Ask what further support and information the employer would like (What do 

they need for a successful relationship?) 

Inclusive Internship Programs: How-to Guide for Employers 

http://www.dol.gov/odep/pdf/InclusiveInternshipPrograms.pdf  

 

 

#7 Support, Monitor, & Evaluate 

27 

• Regularly communicate with student and employer; 

schedule check-ins/visits and invite them to contact 

you anytime 

• Progress reports or mid-point evaluations 

• Coach students & offer input to supervisor 

for any challenges or concerns 

• Final evaluation – assess students’ skills  

and performance; request student feedback 

• Recognize contributions & accomplishments 
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Tips for the Employer/Worksite Host 

28 

 Identify and engage youth-friendly staff  

 Get to know student’s interests, goals, and expectations 

 Provide student with clear information about your expectations 

 Recognize move from school to work environment (new rules) 

 Share your own experiences and career pathway 

 Select hands-on, varied, and interactive tasks 

 Allow exploration and failure (expect it!) 

 Have fun! 

 

#8 Comply with All Labor Laws 

29 

According to the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA): 

Paid internships are legal if… 

 Youth are paid at least minimum wage  (Federal or state rate, 

whichever is higher) 

Unpaid internships are legal if… 

 Youth work for a public or governmental agency OR 

 Youth volunteer their time freely and without anticipation of 

compensation for religious, charitable, civic, or humanitarian purposes 

to a non-profit organization OR 

 Youth work in for-profit sector AND all criteria are met (See DOL Fact 

sheet 71: https://www.dol.gov/whd/regs/compliance/whdfs71.htm) 

 

Review - Eight Essential Practices 

30 

1. Make it purposeful 

2. Align with school-based learning 

3. Prepare students 

4. Build employer/community partnerships 

5. Carefully match students & employers (or project) 

6. Make expectations clear 

7. Provide on-going support, monitor progress, & 

evaluate outcomes 

8. Comply with all labor laws 

 
 

https://www.dol.gov/whd/regs/compliance/whdfs71.htm
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Applying the Guideposts for Success 

 Maryland Profile: http://www.ncwd-youth.info/innovative-strategies/state-

perspectives/maryland  

 

 South Caroline Profile: http://www.ncwd-youth.info/innovative-

strategies/state-perspectives/south-carolina 

 

 High School High Tech Program Model: http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/hsht/program-guide  
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Work-based Learning Resources 

 Engaging Youth in Work Experiences Practice Brief:  http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/innovative-strategies/practice-briefs/engaging-youth-in-work-

experiences  

 Apprenticeship Training Modules, http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/apprenticeship-workshop-training-modules   

 Fostering Inclusive Service & Volunteering, http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/fostering-inclusive-volunteering-and-service-learning 

 Work-based Learning Jumpstart: http://www.ncwd-youth.info/work-based-

learning 

 Guide to Internships for Students with Disabilities: http://ncld-

youth.info/Downloads/intern-guide-final.pdf   

Career Development Resources 

 Promoting Quality Individualized Learning Plans – 

How-to Guide, www.ncwd-youth.info/ilp/how-to-guide  

 

 Using Career Interest Inventories, http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/innovative-strategies/practice-briefs/using-

career-interest-inventories-to-inform-career-planning 

 

 Career Exploration in Action, http://www.ncwd-

youth.info/innovative-strategies/practice-briefs/career-

exploration-in-action 
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Employer Engagement Resources 

 

• Inclusive Internship Programs: A How-to Guide for Employers, 

http://www.dol.gov/odep/pdf/InclusiveInternshipPrograms.pdf  

 

• Work-based Learning Jumpstart – Employer Audience, 

http://www.ncwd-youth.info/work-based-learning/employer 

 

• A Guide to Developing Collaborative School-Community-

Business Partnerships, http://www.transitionta.org/postschool 

(Click “Additional Resources”) 

 

Disability Disclosure & Accommodations 

 The 411 on Disability Disclosure: A Workbook for Youth with Disabilities, 

http://www.ncwd-youth.info/411-on-disability-disclosure   

 The 411 on Disability Disclosure: A Workbook for Families, Educators, Youth 

Service Professionals, and Adult Allies Who Care About Youth with Disabilities, 

http://www.ncwd-youth.info/411-on-disability-disclosure-for-adults  

 Cyber Disclosure for Youth with Disabilities, http://www.ncwd-youth.info/cyber-

disclosure 

 Disability Disclosure Videos, http://www.ncwd-youth.info/videos  

 The Job Accommodation Network (JAN), http://askjan.org/, Searchable Online 

Accommodation Resource, http://askjan.org/soar/  

 Accommodations for Youth with Mental Health Needs,  

http://www.dol.gov/odep/pubs/fact/transitioning.htm   

 

For More Information 

 National Collaborative on Workforce and 

Disability for Youth: www.ncwd-youth.info  

 Department of Labor's Office of Disability 

Employment Policy: www.dol.gov/odep   

 Contact: 

Ph. (202) 822-8405 

Mindy Larson, LarsonM@iel.org, Ext. 169 
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