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SWTCIE ILLINOIS EVALUATION DISSEMINATION AND UTILIZATION BRIEFS

SWTCIE Illinois evaluation findings are reported monthly and communicated in a fashion that
are easy to understand and apply.

Convener and technical assistance roles of the community research specialists: An essential
SWTCIE Ilinois intervention. SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Dissemination and Utilization Brief
(SIEDUB), Volume 2 (Issue 6), Illinois Institute for Rehabilitation and Employment Research,
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, Urbana, IL.
https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/678047414

Employer perspectives on hiring, training, and supervising SWTCIE Illinois participants.
SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Dissemination and Utilization Brief (SIEDUB), Volume 2 (Issue 5),
[llinois Institute for Rehabilitation and Employment Research, University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign, Urbana, IL.

https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/1016648549

The role of the SWTCIE Illinois VR counselor. SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Dissemination
and Utilization Brief (SIEDUB), Volume 2 (Issue 4), Illinois Institute for Rehabilitation and
Employment Research, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, Urbana, IL.
https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/1860497475

Employment specialists’ perspectives of the pilot year of SWTCIE Illinois. SWTCIE Illinois
Evaluation Dissemination and Utilization Brief (SIEDUB), Volume 2 (Issue 3), Illinois Institute
for Rehabilitation and Employment Research, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, Urbana,
IL. https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/1592588991

Training and development, technical assistance, and outreach (TDTAQO): Community
research specialist (CRS) activity log report for quarter 4 (Q4: July-September 2024).
SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Dissemination and Utilization Brief (SIEDUB), Volume 2 (Issue 2),
[llinois Institute for Rehabilitation and Employment Research, University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign, Urbana, IL. https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/1592588991

Facilitating organizational transformation towards competitive integrated employment.
SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Dissemination and Utilization Brief (SIEDUB), Volume 2 (Issue 1),
Illinois Institute for Rehabilitation and Employment Research, University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign, Urbana, IL. https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/991132950

Importance, trust, and challenges for effective interagency collaboration: Illinois disability
service provider perspectives. SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Dissemination and Utilization Brief
(SIEDUB), Volume I (Issue 4), Illinois Institute for Rehabilitation and Employment Research,
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, Urbana, IL.
https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/1086498535
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Interagency Collaboration Survey: Linkages and Relationships among Illinois Disability
Service Providers. SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Dissemination and Utilization Brief (SIEDUB),
Volume 1 (Issue 3), Illinois Institute for Rehabilitation and Employment Research, University of
[llinois Urbana-Champaign, Urbana, IL. https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/71115478

Vocational Rehabilitation Services: Competitive Integrated Employment Trends for
Ilinois Division of Rehabilitation Services Customers with Intellectual Disabilities. SWTCIE
1llinois Evaluation Dissemination and Utilization Brief (SIEDUB), Volume 1 (Issue 2), Illinois
Institute for Rehabilitation and Employment Research, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign,
Urbana, IL. https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/1906628248

Hello and welcome to the inaugural issue of SIEDUB! SWTCIE lllinois Evaluation Dissemination
and Utilization Brief (SIEDUB), Volume 1 (Issue 1), lllinois Institute for Rehabilitation and
Employment Research, University of lllinois Urbana-Champaign, Urbana, IL.
https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/9299/2115618976
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VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES RESEARCH SERIES

The VRIDRS, published quarterly, aims to synthesize current research, translating and sharing
findings with the SWTCIE Illinois community to support practical application within the project.

A learning community model: A resource for enhancing vocational rehabilitation practices
in SWTCIE Illinois and beyond. Vocational Rehabilitation Intellectual Disabilities Research
Series, 1-2. https://swtcieillinois.ahs.illinois.edu/files/2025/03/2025-03-VRIDRS-The-
Learning-Community-Model-FINAL.pdf

Serving job seekers with intellectual disabilities and co-occurring mental health conditions:
A primer to increase competitive integrated employment. Vocational Rehabilitation
Intellectual Disabilities Research Series, 1-3.
https://swtcieillinois.ahs.illinois.edu/files/2024/12/2024-12-VRIDRS-Serving-Job-Seekers-
with-Intellectual-Disabilities-and-Co-Occurring-Mental-Health-Conditions.pdf

Understanding caregiver burden of children with intellectual and developmental
disabilities. Vocational Rehabilitation Intellectual Disabilities Research Series, 1-2.
https://swtcieillinois.ahs.illinois.edu/files/2024/09/2024-09-VDRIS-Understanding-
Caregiver-Burden-of-Children-with-Intellectual-and-Developmental-Disabilities.pdf

Exploring employer’s successful hiring and retention practices of individuals with
disabilities. Vocational Rehabilitation Intellectual Disabilities Research Series, 1-3.
https://swtcieillinois.ahs.illinois.edu/files/2024/06/2024-06-VRIDRS-Exploring-Emplovers-
Successful-Hiring-and-Retention-Practices-of-Individuals-with-Disabilities.pdf
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Comprehensive Formative Evaluation Report
From Subminimum Wage to Competitive Integrated Employment for Illinoisans with
Disabilities: An Innovative & Collaborative Project Partnership
(SWTCIE Illinois)

INTRODUCTION

The Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS) Division of Rehabilitation Services (DRS) is
implementing the Illinois Subminimum Wage to Competitive Integrated Employment (SWTCIE
Illinois) five-year project (2022-2027), funded by the U.S. Department of Education
(Rehabilitation Services Administration), to help Illinoisans with significant disabilities move
out of subminimum wage jobs to competitive integrated employment (CIE) jobs in our local
communities that pay at or above minimum wage and that are fully integrated with all workers
(with and without disabilities). Illinois DRS is also working with Illinois high schools to help
youth with disabilities who are contemplating subminimum wage jobs for the first time to enter
CIE instead.

lllinois Dignity in Pay Act of 2025

The SWTCIE Illinois collaborative project aligns with the Illinois Dignity in Pay Act (PA 103-
1060) and the Illinois Employment First Act (20 ILCS 40) with its underlying belief that “all
[llinois citizens, regardless of disability, are capable of full participation and integration in their
communities and that includes employment”, where employment-related services to Illinoisans
with disabilities are the first service option.

COMPREHENSIVE FORMATIVE EVALUATION OF SWTCIE ILLINOIS

For the purposes of this comprehensive formative evaluation report, a project logic model
SWTCIE IL Evaluation Framework has been essential to informing the evaluation of the
SWTCIE Illinois project partners, activities, and progress toward achieving its short-term
outcomes. This report is organized to provide a progress report based on the evidence of the key
project activities and data collected in the pilot year and demonstration year one, from October 1,
2023, to July 31, 2025. This report is intended to highlight key activities in relation to short-term
outcomes to provide a formative evaluation of the project, with recommendations to be used by
the DRS project manager, director of field operations, Illinois Institute for Rehabilitation and
Employment Research (IIRER) assistant director, and project partners to enhance the delivery
and sustainability of SWTCIE Illinois.

Short-Term Outcomes

Short-term outcomes (or goals) of SWTCIE Illinois being used to provide a formative evaluation
of progress include the extent to which the project has: (1) Implemented an innovate and
collaborative partnership model, (2) Facilitated project participant transition from subminimum
wage (SMW) employment to competitive integrated employment (CIE) and/or redirection to CIE
for those who have never worked for SMW but were contemplating working for SMW, (3)
Developed evidence-based practices, and (4) Established transformative 14¢ organization

I IUinois Institute for Rehabilitation o
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business models. The essential project activities, partners involved, main findings, and
recommendations in relation to each of the short-term outcomes are provided below.

1.

Innovative and Collaborative Partnership Model Implementation

Activity #1: Interagency Collaboration

Activity Description: One survey on Interagency Collaboration was administered in the
spring of 2024. The Interagency Collaboration Survey resulted in two products—

1. Interagency Collaboration Survey: Linkages and Relationships among Illinois
Disability Service Providers: 1llinois disability service providers were surveyed
regarding their linkages and relationships to each other when collaborating to provide
services to Illinoisians with disabilities. Two collaboration maps were developed in
consultation with Frey et al. (2006). These collaborations maps provide a visual
representation of the linkages and relationships between disability service providers.

2. Importance, trust, and challenges for effective interagency collaboration: Illinois
disability service provider perspectives: Three open-ended questions were asked at
the end of the Interagency Collaboration Survey. Survey respondent data were
analyzed and themes were developed in relation to each question.

Partners Involved: Illinois Division of Rehabilitation Services (DRS), Illinois Division of
Developmental Disabilities (DDD), Centers for Independent Living (CIL), Community
Rehabilitation Programs (CRPs), High Schools, and other disability service providers

Main Findings:

Baseline data on the linkages and relationships between Illinois disability service
providers were established.

The linkages between disability service providers were, on average, slightly below the
Cooperation level, which means collaborators “provide information” to each other.

The relationships between disability services providers were, on average, slightly below
the Fair Relationship level, which means collaborators have “some trust” between each
other.

Not all linkages and relationships were reciprocal in nature. This finding indicates that
some disability service providers perceive the linkages and relationships differently.
Findings suggest interagency collaboration improves services for people with disabilities,
effective communication enhances collaboration, and there were both structural and
personal challenges that hinder collaboration.

Recommendation: (1) Illinois Disability Service Providers should focus on establishing
clear roles and responsibilities, emphasize clear communication, and prioritize follow-
through on action steps and (2) Invest the necessary amount of time and resources into
interagency collaboration.

Ilinois Institute for Rehabilitation
and Employment Research
UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS URBANA-CHAMPAIGN
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Activity #2: Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) Development

Activity Description: Annual grant contracts between DRS and the six participating 14c
organizations/SWTCIE Illinois agencies were developed. These same contracts are renewed
each year. A Data Sharing Agreement between DRS and the IIRER and a Cooperative
Working Agreement between DRS and the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA)
have also been established.

Partners Involved: RSA, DRS, SWTCIE Illinois agencies, and [IRER
Main Findings:

e These documents outline the relationships between partners who are participating in the
project.

> Recommendation: Continue to review, revise, and/or add MOUs with new partners as
needed to enhance SWTCIE Illinois project delivery.

Activity #3: Establish and Operate Workgroup

Activity Description: The SWTCIE Illinois Workgroup met periodically during 2024-2025
to develop recommendations, identify resources, and establish five stages to achieve CIE for
[llinoisians working in or contemplating subminimum wage employment.

Partners Involved: [IRER, DDD, DRS, CIL, CRPs, High Schools, Family Advocacy
Groups, Benefits Planning Specialist, and other relevant stakeholders

Main Findings:

e Developed five (5) Stages of competitive integrated employment. These five stages
outline recommendations, responsible stakeholders, potential barriers, and resources
needed in each stage.

e Recommendations from the work group were presented to the Employment and
Economic Opportunity for Persons with Disabilities (EEOPD) Taskforce, Dignity in Pay
Workgroup in Spring 2025.

e The workgroup is currently developing a multiple modality toolkit that will provide
accessible information, resources, and technical assistance to multiple stakeholders,
including individuals with disabilities contemplating CIE.

> Recommendation: Develop a Toolkit that includes recommendations from the SWTCIE
1llinois Workgroup.

Ilinois Institute for Rehabilitation
and Employment Research
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2. Participant Transition/Redirection to Competitive Integrated Employment

Activity #1: Training, Technical Assistance, and Outreach

Activity Description: Community Research Specialists (CRSs) document their direct service
activities on a weekly basis while working with and providing support to SWTCIE Illinois
agencies. From January to September 2024, activities were recorded in an Excel spreadsheet
across four categories (activities, events, outcomes, and Virginia Consultant support) and
compiled quarterly. Since October 2024, a Qualtrics survey with structured questions
replaced the spreadsheet to establish a more consistent and actionable reporting system. This
data has been analyzed quarterly for October-December 2024, January-March 2025, and
April-June 2025, yielding six reports.

Partners Involved: CRSs, Illinois DRS, SWTCIE Illinois agencies, employment specialists,
SWTCIE participants, local employers, and Virginia Consultants

Main Findings:

e From January 2024 to June 2025, CRSs across six quarters:
o Engaged in extensive training,
Facilitated routine agency check-ins,
Provided troubleshooting support,
Coordinated events like roundtables and job fairs to support CIE goals, and
Fostered stakeholder collaboration and employer connections.

0O O O O

e CRSs efforts, supported by Virginia Consultant guidance on participant behavior,
business engagement, and job matching, resulted in:
o Improved agency communication,
o Tangible job placements, and
o Enhanced data collection.

= Recommendation:

e Enhance lllinois DRS collaboration,
Strengthen SWTCIE Illinois agency empowerment,
Expand transition-aged youth recruitment,
Increase benefits planning support, and
Sustain employer engagement.

and Employment Research Page 9 of 18
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Activity #2: Vocational Rehabilitation Services

Activity Description: Interviews were conducted with eight SWTCIE Illinois VR counselors
to gather data related to their counseling and guidance function and informed choice
processes with project participants. Twelve employment specialists from the SWTCIE
Illinois agencies were interviewed to learn from their perspectives in delivering direct
customized/supported employment services to project participants. Ten CIE employers were
also surveyed who had hired project participants to gather information related to their
perspectives on SWTCIE Illinois vocational rehabilitation processes. In partnering with
Imagine Enterprises, LLC, the project developed and implemented procedures for engaging
participants and their families in benefits counseling that includes ongoing education,
training, and planning related to benefits. The process involves a formal referral, intake,
multiple consultation sessions, ongoing support, and follow-up. SWTCIE Illinois benefits
counseling is designed to serve individuals with no Social Security Administration (SSA)
disability benefit or work, persons who have SSA disability benefits and are looking for
work, and individuals who have SSA disability benefits and are currently working or have a
job offer.

Partners Involved: SWTCIE Illinois participants and their parents and families, DRS VR
Counselors, SWTCIE Illinois agencies, employment specialists, CRSs, Imagine Enterprises,
LLC, and CIE employers who have hired project participants

Main Findings:

e From analysis of the counselor interview data, SWTCIE Illinois VR counselors possess
experience and the requisite expertise to

(a) work effectively with customers with intellectual disabilities or SWTCIE
participants,

(b) utilize promising supported/customized employment practices, and

(c) tailor their knowledge of the world of work (i.e., local labor market,
occupations, job positions, and on-the-job demands) to both customer interests
and abilities and employer needs.

This dual customer approach informs and guides both counseling and guidance
processes and active collaboration.
e Employment specialists shared their perspectives on

(d) the project, highlighting the noticeable positive impact they observed in
SWTCIE participants, particularly after their involvement in CIE,

(e) how the technical support provided through the project enhanced their own
skill sets and aided in brainstorming effective strategies to support
participants, and

(f) how their participation in the project influenced their engagement with each
other and community members.

e CIE employers reported the support received and challenges encountered in hiring,
training, and supervising SWTCIE participants.
o For hiring, most employers reported receiving
* moderate to significant support, with minimal to no hiring challenges.

and Employment Research Page 100718
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In relation to training and supervision, employers noted
» limited to moderate support, also with few training and supervision
challenges.
When asked about specific challenges, employers identified issues related to
* the consistency of task completion,
= personal organization and responsibility,
= the need for social and behavioral supports, and
= supervisory/administrative demands.

To address challenges, CIE employers implemented strategies such as
structured task support, time and schedule management, SWTCIE Illinois
participant education, and close supervision.

Regarding job accommodations, 30% of CIE employers (three out of ten) reported
* making at least one accommodation for the SWTCIE Illinois participant,
= half of the accommodations were cost-free, and
= 20% cost less than $100.

Most CIE employers emphasized that hiring workers with disabilities was

moderately to extremely important to their organization.

Most CIE employers reported receiving only minimal to some prior disability

awareness training, suggesting a potential area for CIE employer training.

When reflecting on the impact of hiring SWTCIE Illinois participants, CIE

employers highlighted increased workplace positivity and morale, greater

empathy and acceptance among staff, and minor supervisory challenges.

When invited to share additional comments, CIE employers praised the support

and assistance provided by employment specialists, which facilitated seamless

hiring and training processes.

CIE employers also emphasized the importance of training, patience, and a

positive attitude in successfully integrating workers with disabilities.

Overall, CIE employers expressed satisfaction with their employees and a

willingness to hire more individuals with disabilities in the future.

e 20 SWTCIE Illinois participants have been provided benefits counseling at the time of
this writing.

=>» Recommendation:
e Continue focus on efforts to enhance the direct VR services of:
e (1) Counseling and Guidance,
e (2) Customized/supported employment (including employer engagement such as
providing employers training on disability awareness), and
o (3) benefits counseling to all SWTCIE Illinois participants.

Ilinois Institute for Rehabilitation
and Employment Research
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3. Development of Evidence-Based Practices

Activity #1: Training, Technical Assistance, and Outreach

Activity Description: The SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Team conducted interviews with the
four Community Research Specialists (CRSs) to evaluate their roles in the pilot year and
gather insights into CRS perspectives while supporting project participants. The CRSs serve
as liaisons for SWTCIE Illinois agencies, employers, DRS, and IIRER. They facilitate and
coordinate communication among these entities, deliver technical support as required, and
conduct in-person site visits to remain current on daily project developments.

Partners Involved: CRSs
Main Findings:

e Analysis of the interviews reveal that the CRS perspectives on stakeholder relationships,
challenges, and project objectives is central to their dual roles as conveners and providers
of technical assistance. These perspectives enable CRSs to bridge gaps, foster trust, and
deliver targeted support intended to sustain collaboration and strengthening partner
capacity. These complementary roles make the CRSs indispensable to the success of the
project.

e CRSs fostered collaboration among stakeholders (SWTCIE Illinois agencies, Illinois
DRS VR Counselors, participants, and employers) through bi-weekly meetings, liaison
efforts, building trust, and addressing agency empowerment disparities.

e CRSs provided targeted support to SWTCIE Illinois agencies and employment
specialists, coaching on job exploration, and facilitated capacity-building events such as
roundtables.

= Recommendation:
1. Establish more efficient and timely DRS referral process,
2. Strengthen community partnerships, and
3. Foster SWTCIE Illinois agency confidence.

Activity #2: Dissemination of Project Findings

Activity Description: The SWTCIE Illinois Communications and Operations Team
coordinated events and developed and distributed marketing and communication materials,
including project findings, to partners online through the SWTCIE Illinois website, SWTCIE
Connect E-Newsletter, IRER Momentum, and social media.

Partners Involved: IIRER, DRS, SWTCIE agencies, CRSs, employment specialists, and
Silfies Media

Ilinois Institute for Rehabilitation
and Employment Research
UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS URBANA-CHAMPAIGN
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Main Findings:

o The SWTCIE IL Website has been built and expanded to house information and
dissemination materials about the project.

o SWTCIE Illinois Annual Meeting, Executive Staff Summit, Community of
Practice, and Executive Community of Practice.

o Google Analytics, the data of direct engagement on the SWTCIE Illinois website,
shows that during the period between October 1, 2024 and June 30, 2025, there
are Views = 8.1K (8,177), Active Users = 2.6K (2,692), Views per Active User =
3.04, Average Engagement Time per Active User = 1 minute 1 second, and Total
Event Counts = 25,643 (Note: event counts refer to the total number of times a
specific user interaction occurs on the website).

o SWITCIE Connect is a monthly e-newsletter sharing highlights, news and updates about
the project.

e The SWTCIE Illinois Evaluation Team produced and disseminated (10) monthly
SWTCIE Evaluation and Dissemination Briefs (SIEDUB) evaluation reports to partners
based on project data collected that address one or more of the project’s evaluation
framework constructs of focus (Quality of Life, Interagency Collaboration, Vocational
Rehabilitation Services, Implementation, Knowledge Translation, and Sustainability).

e The Evaluation Team produced and disseminated materials for the Vocational
Rehabilitation Intellectual Disabilities Research Series (VRIDRS), a collection of (4)
briefs addressing key vocational rehabilitation topics relevant to employment for
individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities.

e [IRER staff delivered professional presentations to share the project’s overview,
evaluation methodologies, activities, and findings. Presentations have been given in
[linois, Louisiana, Georgia, Hawaii, and Wisconsin at venues hosted by SWTCIE
[linois, Illinois Center for Transition and Work (ICTW), Vocational Rehabilitation
Technical Assistance Center for Quality Employment, American Rehabilitation
Counseling Association, Association for Rehabilitation Research, Policy, and Education,
University Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities, and International
Association for the Scientific Study of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities World
Congress. Audiences comprised project stakeholders, special educators, global IDD
researchers and practitioners, and rehabilitation counseling scholars.

e The project has documented SWTCIE Illinois participant transition and redirection to
competitive integrated employment via video. The Silfies Media firm facilitated the
development of videos related to participant CIE outcomes, DRS and agency service
delivery processes, and overall project activities. SWTCIE Illinois participant video
stories demonstrated successful transition and redirection to competitive integrated
employment can be found at the following link: SWTCIE Stories.

o At the time of this report, there were 18 SWTCIE Stories with a combined 3,532
views. SWTCIE Stories provide information regarding the SWTCIE Illinois
agencies and SWTCIE Illinois participant experiences and CIE outcomes.

e SWTCIE Illinois activities and findings to increase the impact of the project are shared
on these social media platforms:

o Facebook (including 59 likes, 114 followers): https://www.facebook.com/swtcie.il

o LinkedIn (including 99 followers): https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/swtcie-il/
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https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLSqjVgK1EE15Qyj6kYo1h7DbDQrfYxDSX
https://www.facebook.com/swtcie.il
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/swtcie-il/

o X (formerly Twitter; 11 followers): https://x.com/SWTCIE IL
o YouTube (including 36 subscribers and 64 videos):
https://www.youtube.com/@SWTCIEIllinois

> Recommendation: Continue development and application of new dissemination
strategies to increase reach and utilization of project findings, including manuscript
submissions to peer-reviewed professional journals.

Activity #3: Toolkit Creation

Activity Description: As of Summer 2025, a CIE toolkit is under development. The toolkit
will use multiple engagement strategies including webinars, accessible documents, and
accompanied trainings. The IIRER will develop a toolkit website designed to maximize
toolkit engagement.

Partners Involved: [IRER, ICTW, DDD, DRS, and Family Advocacy Groups
Main Findings:

e Key content developers have been identified.

e [IRER staff have been identified to support content developers including writing and
editing support.

e Internal IIRER peer review process is under development to maintain IIRERs quality
standards.

> Recommendation: (1) Initiate Toolkit content development and (2) Identify the technical
support needed to maintain a website that makes the toolkit accessible to stakeholders,
including Illinoisians with Disabilities.

4. Transformative 14c Organization Business Models

Activity #1: Vocational Rehabilitation Services

Activity Description: Staff from the six participating 14c organizations/SWTCIE Illinois
agencies were surveyed to gather baseline data related to the organizational transformation of
each agency in providing vocational rehabilitation services from subminimum wage towards
CIE best practices.

Partners Involved: SWTCIE Illinois agencies
Main Findings:

e The SWTCIE Illinois agency strengths illustrated by survey data were holistic
approaches and active, person-centered job placement. Agency staff responses indicated
that they believed that their organizations were most effective at:

o considering the whole person with wrap-around life supports as necessary,
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o using a career planning process that involves multiple stakeholders (e.g., staff,
parents, friends),

o necessary accommodations, and

o providing proactive job placement that created organizational momentum and
enthusiasm.

e The organizational areas that survey respondents rated lowest and thus in most need of
enhancement by their agencies were communication plans and reallocated and
restructured resources. Regarding communication plans, survey results suggest that the
SWTCIE Illinois agencies could be enhanced by ensuring clear and authentic
expectations both internally to all levels of staff and individuals with disabilities and their
families and externally to their wider community of stakeholders.

e The results of the survey indicate that agencies could enhance organizational CIE
practices by making changes to how they fund services and direct staff to budget their
time and energy.

= Recommendation:

e [. Continue investment in technical support for employment specialists including
training to enhance awareness of local community services, benefits counseling, and
Association of Community Rehabilitation Educators (ACRE) competencies with an
emphasis on customized employment,

o 2. [IRER staff help facilitate open, constructive dialogue among partners to establish
clear expectations regarding roles and responsibilities, and

e 3. Community of Practice, Executive Community of Practice, and Advisory Council
work to identify optimal changes to current funding structures and staff effort.

Activity #2: Establish and Operate Community of Practice (COP)

Activity Description: The Community of Practice 1s a monthly meeting involving the
SWTCIE Illinois agencies, including employment specialists and their supervisors, Illinois
DRS VR counselors, CRSs, and other IIRER project staff. The purposes of the COP were to
provide project updates, education, SWTCIE Illinois participant highlights, and foster
collaboration among partners. The Executive COP involves executive staff from each of the
SWTCIE Illinois agencies, Illinois DRS project manager, IIRER project manager, and the
ITRER director of field operations. The Executive COP was not originally planned as a
project activity but was implemented due to the success of the COP and need to have a
common forum for discussion among executive staff.

Partners Involved: SWTCIE Illinois agencies, DRS, IIRER project staff, and partners.
Main Findings:

e The COP occurs monthly unless there is another notable SWTCIE event (e.g.,
Employment Specialist Roundtable, Virginia Retreat).

® An educational portion is included in the COP that addresses pertinent needs of SWTCIE
Illinois participants on topics such as guardianship, Social Security benefits, Dignity in
Pay Act, business development, and transition away from 14c workshop environment.
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e SWTCIE Illinois participants’ successes were also highlighted at the COP, focusing on
those who have obtained CIE.

e The Executive COP meets on a quarterly basis with a focus on project activities and
goals, and approaches for transitioning SWTCIE Illinois participants from subminimum
wage to CIE.

o Administrative topics such as contracts, fiscal planning, service provision models,
transition planning, response to the Dignity in Pay Act, and consultation and
collaboration were a focus of the Executive COP.

> Recommendation: Continue the COP and Executive COP for the duration of the
SWTCIE Illinois project.

OVERALL PROJECT PROGRESS AND SUGGESTED NEXT STEPS

The overall progress of SWTCIE Illinois activities in the development and implementation of the
project has been substantial, with notable achievements including the transition of participants to
CIE, the delivery of benefits counseling to 20 individuals, and the dissemination of 10 SIEDUBs
alongside 4 VRIDRS briefs to inform stakeholders. Wrap-around strategies have been
demonstrated by the interactive partner involvement across key project activities, such as CRS-
led trainings, interagency collaborations, and (14) community of practice/ (4) executive
community of practice meetings. Each logic model short-term outcome listed above is being
addressed through project services. This report describes each project activity including an
activity description, partners involved, main findings, and recommendations to enhance the
project. Moving forward, it is suggested that this formative evaluation report be used by the DRS
project manager, director of field operations, IIRER assistant director, and partners to establish
actionable steps—such as prioritizing Illinois DRS referral streamlining, expanding employer
disability awareness training and engagement, and leveraging the upcoming CIE toolkit—to
improve the delivery and sustainability of SWTCIE Illinois. These efforts align with the Dignity
in Pay Act and Employment First Act, ultimately driving the achievement of the following long-
term outcomes: (1) optimized participant CIE, (2) increased participant community integration,
(3) enhanced participant quality of life, and (4) A sustained innovative and collaborative
partnership model—Dby the end of the project—September 30, 2027.
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APPENDIX: SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS TO ENHANCE PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION

Short-Term
Outcomes

1. Innovative and
Collaborative
Partnership
Model

Implementation
Activities

#1 Interagency
Collaboration

Recommendations

lllinois Disability Service Providers should
focus on establishing clear roles and
responsibilities, emphasize clear
communication, and prioritize follow-through
on action steps and

Invest the necessary amount of time and
resources into interagency collaboration.

#2 Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU)

Continue to review, revise, and/or add MOUs
with new partners as needed to enhance
SWTCIE Illinois project delivery.

#3 Establish and
Operate Workgroup

Develop a Toolkit that includes
recommendations from the SWTCIE Illinois
Workgroup.

2. Participant
Transition/
Redirection to
CIE

#1 Training, Technical
Assistance, and
Outreach

Enhance lllinois DRS collaboration,
Strengthen SWTCIE lllinois agency
empowerment,

Expand transition-aged youth recruitment,
Increase benefits planning support, and
Sustain employer engagement.

#2 Vocational
Rehabilitation
Services

Continue focus on efforts to enhance the direct VR
services of:

Counseling and Guidance,
Customized/supported employment (including
employer engagement such as providing
employers training on disability awareness),
and

Benefits counseling to all SWTCIE Illinois
participants.

3. Development of
Evidence-Based
Practices

#1 Training, Technical
Assistance, and
Outreach

Establish more efficient and timely DRS referral
process,

Strengthen community partnerships, and
Foster SWTCIE Illinois agency confidence.

#2 Dissemination of
Project Findings

Continue development and application of new
dissemination strategies to increase reach and
utilization of project findings, including
manuscript submissions to peer-reviewed
professional journals.

#3 Toolkit Creation

Initiate Toolkit content development and

IWinois Institute for Rehabilitation
and Employment Research
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Identify the technical support needed to
maintain a website that makes the toolkit
accessible to stakeholders, including
Illinoisians with Disabilities.

4. Transformative
14c
Organization
Business Models

#1 Vocational
Rehabilitation
Services

Continue investment in technical support for
employment specialists including training to
enhance awareness of local community
services, benefits counseling, and Association
of Community Rehabilitation Educators (ACRE)
competencies with an emphasis on customized
employment,

IIRER staff help facilitate open, constructive
dialogue among partners to establish clear
expectations regarding roles and
responsibilities, and

Community of Practice, Executive Community
of Practice, and Advisory Council work to
identify optimal changes to current funding
structures and staff effort.

#2 Establish and
Operate Community
of Practice

Continue the COP and Executive COP for the
duration of the SWTCIE Illinois project.
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