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• Virginia’s Vocational Rehabilitation Program

• Assists people with disabilities to prepare for, enter, engage in, or 
retain gainful employment 

• Participation is voluntary

• To learn more about VA DARS process and services 
http://www.vaDARS.org/





Notable Ideas and Legislation

The Vocational Rehabilitation Program 

• Employment First Movement

• Workforce Opportunities and 
Innovation Act of 2014

• Customized Employment 



• Emphasis on competitive 
integrated employment 

• Increases Transition 
Services

• Expands and Improves 
upon employment 
services (ex. Customized 
Employment)

How WIOA Changes VR

The achievement of CIE
“The foundation of the VR program 
is the principle that individuals with 
disabilities, including those with the 
most significant disabilities, are 
capable of achieving high quality, 
competitive integrated employment 
when provided the necessary 
services and supports.”



Customized Employment

• Customized employment means individualizing the 
employment relationship between employees and 
employers in ways that meet the needs of both (Griffin, 
Hammis, and Geary, 2007).

• It is based on an individualized determination of 
strengths, needs, and interests of the person with a 
disability, and is also designed to meet the specific needs 
of the employer (ODEP Customized Employment Grants 
Notice, 2002)

• It often requires multiple service providers such as AT, job 
coaching, behavioral supports and benefits consultation, for 
example. 



Unique Elements of CE

Supported Employment Customized Employment

Focus on labor market needs Focused on the talents, skills, and interests of the job-
seeker.

Looking for a good fit; placement and training as 
needed.

Results in a new position being created for the person
• Based on job-seeker skills and talents
• Also benefits an identified need for the employer

Job carving may be an option The job is negotiated and a new job description is 
created.
• Flexible and personalized

Generally focuses on the individual completing already 
identified job duties to meet employer needs

May incorporate equipment, materials, or unique skills 
of the job-seeker to either meet a need or grow the 
business in a new capacity.



State of CE in Virginia

• Griffin-Hammis Associates, LLC has 
been working to help train 
providers, provide technical 
assistance, and guide the process of 
implementing Customized 
Employment in Virginia.

• 2017-2019 Develop and 
implementing CE on limited basis 
with DARS approved CE providers

• 2020 Additional training & 
development projects began 

• Enhancement and expansion will 
focus on capacity development, 
systems alignment and  fidelity vs 
quantity



VA DARS Customized Employment- The 
Five Phases
Procedure Code Procedure 

Description 
SRM Description 

CEPhase1 
 

CE Consultation and 
Service Identification 
meeting (4 Hours) 

Completed intake, Roles and Responsibilities 
agreement, and Initial Discovery Action Plan 
completed 

CEPhase2 Complete the 
Discovery Process (30 
Hours) 

Completed Discovery Staging Record (Stages 1-
5), which serves as evidence of the process. DSR 
stage five (Vocational Profile) must use a 
narrative format and may be augmented by 
digital photos. 

CEPhase3 Customized 
Employment Planning 
(8 Hours) 
 

CE Job Development Plan that includes a list of 
10-20 specific local businesses (or business 
contacts) aligned with each vocational theme 
(DSG Stage 6). Includes supplemental (detailed) 
list of initial tasks, assignments, and directions 
for team members. 
 

CEPhase4 Customized Job 
Development and 
Negotiation (35 
Hours) 
 

Customized Job Proposal/Description 
CIE placement consistent with the client’s ideal 
conditions for employment (including pay, hours, 
benefits, etc.) 
Documentation of On-going Support Needs to be 
explored or addressed upon employment 

CEPhase5 Customized 
Employment Job 
Supports (30 Hours) 

Intensive on-site supports are implemented to 
assist the client in new employee orientation, 
learning the assigned job tasks, implementing 
needed accommodations, addressing workplace 
behaviors, employer expectations and 
interpersonal skills.  

 



Who is customized employment for?

• The principles of Customized Employment can be 
applied to any job seeker.

• In Virginia, the partnership between DBHDS and 
DARS in implementing Customized Employment 
has focused on individuals with an ID/DD 
diagnosis.

Customized Employment is appropriate for individuals 
with the most significant disabilities who: 

1. Require and meet criteria for supported employment 
services; and

2. Who, because of the nature and severity of their 
disability, are not likely to meet the competitive 
demands set by employers in existing job descriptions 
even with the provision of supports; and

3. Due to the nature and severity of their disability, 
would not likely benefit from traditional supported 
employment services or have been unsuccessful with 
traditional supported employment services; and

4. Require employment that is individually negotiated 
to fit the individual’s needs as well as employer or labor 
market needs. 



WHO Can Provide Customized Employment 

• ESO STAFF CERTIFIED THROUGH AN ACRE-APPROVED TRAINING 
PROGRAM
• ESO Staff should, upon receipt of an ACRE Certificate for Community Employment 

Services with an emphasis in Customized Employment from Griffin and Hammis (or 
another approved ACRE program) send a copy of the certificate to Dionca Coleman-
Williams at Dionca.Coleman@dars.virginia.gov

• The certificate will be kept on file at DARS and will be used to approve 
authorizations.  

• To find out if a training program is approved by ACRE contact the ESSP unit 
at DARS central office or go to http://www.acreducators.org/find-training-
providers

mailto:Dionca.Coleman@dars.virginia.gov
http://www.acreducators.org/find-training-providers


• Worksite 
Support

• Career 
Sustainability

• Job 
Development

• Job 
Negotiation

• Discovering 
Personal 
Genius

Home/Neighborhood 
Visits

DPG Activities: Skills, 
Tasks, Contributions

Financial/Benefits 
Analysis

Info Interviews & Paid 
Work Experience

3 Vocational Themes

Lists of Twenty

Digital Portfolio

Career Path

Blend or Combine Voc 
Themes

Mining Supply Chains

Job Analysis

Natural Support

Self-Management 
Skills/Adaptations

Technology & 
Communication 

Options

Transportation

Resource Ownership 

Financial Planning/Work 
Incentives/Asset Development

Specialized Tools, Technology, 
Training

Increasing Economic & Social 
Capital

Paid Internship/Customized 
Apprenticeship

OVERVIEW OF CUSTOMIZED EMPLOYMENT



Discovery is a “no fail” (e.g. not an assessment)

Discovery answers the question “who is this 
person?” before developing an employment goal-
it does not focus on what career

Discovery uses real environments to better 
understand a person’s preferences, interests, 
skills, abilities, resources and supports

Discovery results in a completed Vocational 
Profile of the individual & at least three 
Vocational Themes. 

Discovery is fast paced; it also can change as new 
information is learned about the job seeker.

Discovery (Discovering Personal Genius; Griffin-
Hammis Associates, LLC) 



Unique Aspects of Discovery 

Traditional Evaluation Discovery 

Structured setting Natural Setting 

Comparative Individualized

Performance based Data from observation 

Focus on deficits Focus on attributes

Prescribed Comprehensive 



Discovery Activities include:

• Home and neighborhood/area observations

• Interviews with natural supports/individuals who know the job seeker 
well

• Familiar community-based activities (that demonstrate interests, 
performance, skills, community connections, supports, etc.)

• Unfamiliar community-based activities (note reactions, interests, 
support needs, demonstrated skills, etc.)

• Work-based learning experiences (visiting places of employment 
related to his/her emerging vocational themes to learn about and/or 
experience various aspects of the jobs) 



Vocational Themes

• Vocational themes are broad categories of 
employment that represent an almost 
unlimited collection of many jobs, 
environments, skills/task sets, and interests. 

• Themes begin to emerge as the individual is 
observed at home and in the community

• Based on observations of the job seeker’s 
tasks, interests, skills , attributes,   
characteristics, and conditions…

• Themes are NOT job descriptions/codes (e.g. 
stock clerk, greeter, etc.)



Discovery - Home Visit
Scheduling and 
completing home visit 
and tour of neighborhood 
to identify and observe: 
routines, activities, skills, 
interest, history, and if 
approved have the 
individual show his/her 
bedroom to further learn 
who the individual is



• Identify and 
observe familiar  
activities that the 
job seeker does 
well – noting 
interest, 
performance, 
demonstrated 
skills, connections, 
supports

Discovery – Familiar Activities



Discovery – Unfamiliar activity based on interest 
• Identify and 

observe 
discovery 
activities that the 
individual has 
not engaged in 
before based on 
the job seekers 
interest and 
emerging 
vocational 
themes noting 
reactions, 
interests, support 
needs, skills



Discovery - Emerging Vocational Interests

• Visit places of 
employment with 
the job seeker 
that relate to 
his/her emerging 
vocational 
interests to 
conduct an 
informational 
interview



Each vocational theme should be explored and confirmed in 
Discovery through active participation in additional 
community- and work-based learning activities. These are 
set up and arranged by the employment specialist and may 
use personal connections/resources of CE team members.   



Informational Interviewing in CE
“People are the most important sources of information about jobs.”

“An informational interview is a business term that is 
being used to describe an essential element of 
Customized Employment. The purpose of an 
informational interview is to learn about a potential 
career when information is not readily available. They 
are informal conversations with people who work in the 
area or career of interest. An individual who wants to 
learn more about a chosen field identified people who 
are willing to talk about their careers or jobs. When used 
as a customized employment practice, the focus is on 
getting to know a business in a similar way that 
discovery focuses on getting to know a job seeker.” 
(VCU-RRTC What are informational interviews)



Business Opportunities
Helen states that she would like to build more local connections and meet new 
designers, have more time to source clothing and merchandise.

• Hire an assistant to develop customer profiles to help her more seamlessly 
• interact and market to her current customer base.

• Develop opportunities for consignment with local artists to expand 
• merchandise selection, without having to take on the upfront cost 
• (e.g. VCU Fashion Department).

• Hire a concierge for customers in other time zones who are looking to interact 
• with the business outside of her normal hours of operation.

La Petite Boutique RVA
Is an independent, locally owned 
women’s boutique that provides 
customers with unique clothing 
styles from designers around the 
world, and accessories ranging 
from shoes, hats, scarves, and 
jewelry.

Helen curates a small inventory of 
clothing and accessories from 
trusted designers and labels from 
around the world.  She mentions 
that it is very important for her to 
source clothing that is eco-
friendly and produced in a socially 
conscious manner



Leveraging Social Capital in CE
“People are the most important sources of information about jobs.”

• Social capital is a way to identify 
businesses on behalf of a specific job 
seeker. 

• Resources acquired from interactions 
between people or networks of 
people. 

• Used by Employment specialists and 
support team members to identify 
and develop opportunities for job 
seekers 

Key Characteristics 

• social connectedness is the central 
premise

• relationships, social networks and how 
people help one another

• reciprocity, giving and receiving, the 
actions of supporting and helping and 
receiving support



CE Job Search Planning- Using the information learned
about an individual job seeker in Discovery to develop a plan
toward meaningful employment, research a local list of
potential employers, and conduct an analysis of benefits. From
vocational themes to vocational goals and using supply chain
mining, develop 3 groups of 20, Digital (video) resume



Discovery            CE Job Search Planning Activities 

• Completing the Vocational Profile 

• List of 20 employers where people with the 
same Vocational Theme work. Develop for 
up to three identified Vocational Themes ( 
• Focus on Small Business 

• Use the job-seeker’s social capital, as well as 
team resources and community connections!

• The Development of Visual Resume 



Vocational Profile
The vocational profile is a strengths-focused 
narrative, written objectively, that describes all 
the information learned about the job seeker 
in Discovery including:

• What works and what doesn’t
• Best settings
• Interests
• Skills
• Personal attributes
• Conditions for success and support needs
• Vocational themes for job development



“Lists of 20”



The Case for Small Businesses
Small Businesses versus Big Box 
(chains) and Corporations

• HR departments are usually not stand-
alone entities 

• They tend to be way more flexible and 
therefore provide greater 
opportunities for negotiations

• Small businesses have needs that 
larger ones do not, and we can HELP 
more

• Job descriptions are by nature more 
fluid, and are much less “title-driven” 

• Owners are, by trade and choice, 
individuals with vision and passion!



Visual Resume/Strengths-Based Portfolio



CE Development Activities 
• Research, networking, and developing contacts and 

relationships 

• Set up and conduct informational interviews and 
or tours 

• Conduct Job Task Analysis for existing jobs as well 
as identified unmet needs

• May include the development of short-term work 
experience , mentor relationships, and or 
vocational skills training opportunities ( ex. paid 
internships, apprenticeship, tec..)

• Presenting the job seeker establishing value to the 
organization 

• Develop and present formal / informal proposal 

• Analyzing planning strategies and supports to 
facilitate a successful match ( ex. Natural supports, 
AT, training plan, ongoing supports etc..) 

.



Employment 
proposal 
development and 
interest based 
negotiation:

Working with the job 
seeker and the employer 
to negotiate a 
customized job:

• Work tasks the 
business needs 
completed that the job 
seeker can complete

• Job resources to 
enhance the job 
seekers performance

• Hours of employment

• Pay

• Accommodations if 
needed



Other considerations  

• Resource ownership:  Invests the 
job-seeker in the company and 
outcomes, and may help the 
business offset costs of adding new 
equipment or financial risk

• If the employee leaves, so does the 
equipment – or the business may 
purchase.

Self-Employment 

Enterprise: Identify what 

resources are needed, 

develop a plan, who is 

responsible for what?

Consider things that can be outsourced 

The referral source should be consulted 

during this process and guide this step, in 

the case of DARS:

https://www.vadars.org/essp/cs.htm

Business Plan

Cash Flow Projections

Personal Budget

https://www.vadars.org/essp/cs.htm


•Post-Employment Support-
Setting up on-going post-employment 
supports and monitoring the employment 
relationship to ensure satisfaction of both 
the individual and the employer.  



Customized Employment Outcomes

Much more than just job carving.

• RESOURCE OWNERSHIP

• BUSINESS-WITHIN-A-BUSINESS

• MICROENTERPRISE

• SUPPORTED SELF-EMPLOYMENT

• CUSTOMIZED JOB

• Job Carving

• Negotiated job description

• Created job description



• Looking at a community differently

• Creating social capital by actually getting outside of office

• Moving toward economic development

• Spending more time with local businesses and less 
time inside traditional systems

• Collaborating around the notion of person-centered 
approaches, driven by the interests, preferences, and 
strengths, of one person---not a program

• Understanding that “disability” does not occur in a vacuum 
but rather is part of a local economy/community

What does 
it take?


