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 A NOTE FROM
GOVERNOR BILL LEE

Individuals with disabilities make up a crucial part of the Tennessee workforce. Their participation in 
the workforce is vital to our economy, and their contributions to the business landscape in our state 
can’t be overstated. 

Now more than ever, there is a high demand to recruit, hire and retain quality employees across the 
state, and these individuals are ready to step up and fill the gaps.  

I know that people with disabilities will be an integral part of the solution to our workforce needs.  
Thousands of people with disabilities across Tennessee are ready to go to work, and the opportunities 
are vast. 

The state agencies who make up the Employment First Task Force are focused on meeting the needs 
of employers by ensuring people with disabilities are equipped with work-ready skills needed to 
meet the demand. This work has continued throughout the pandemic by using new and innovative 
strategies to move the needle.

As businesses look to fill jobs, many of them are discovering this largely untapped pool of talented, 
loyal potential employees.  That includes inside state government, as we look to set an example and 
become a model employer for people with disabilities. 

In this report, you will read about how our state has supported people to stay on the path to successful 
employment despite the challenges brought on by the pandemic. In addition, the lessons learned 
over the past year have shaped the future of Employment First in Tennessee and brought a renewed 
focus to address some of the barriers that still exist. 

I am confident that our workforce will continue to rebound from the effects of the pandemic and that 
Tennesseans with disabilities will play a huge part in pushing our economy forward. Thank you to 
the task force, its partners, and Tennesseans with disabilities for your perseverance and dedication 
through the uncertainty of this last year. Your hard work continues to set Tennessee apart as a model 
for competitive, integrated employment for people with disabilities. 

Sincerely,

Bill Lee
Governor of Tennessee
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The Expect Employment Report is a summary of the work performed by 
the state agencies and private partners that make up the Employment First 
Task Force. It has been more than eight years since Gov. Bill Haslam signed 
Executive Order No. 28, from where the task force got its start. The 2021 Expect 
Employment Report is the eighth annual report.

Increasing employment for persons with disabilities was a drive for many 
state agencies on the task force long before the executive order designated 
Tennessee as an Employment First state. Oftentimes, those efforts lacked 
coordination of staff and resources and engagement of community partners.  
The Employment First Task Force was charged with identifying the barriers 
to competitive, integrated employment for people with disabilities, seeing 
whether state policies were stalling progress, and bringing state agencies and 
other partners together with a shared goal.

Much has happened since that first group met in 2013.  More state agencies 
have come to the table, new programs focused on increasing disability 
employment have started, and other programs have leveraged best practices 
to grow or improve existing programs. There is increased job preparation 
support for students while they are in the school system. Statewide there is 
more awareness about the benefits of hiring people with disabilities. Agencies 
are now using social media and video production more to share stories about 
people with disabilities in the workforce, which helps engage people to become 
interested in work as well as drive inclusion and acceptance by employers and 
the general public.

The challenges brought to the state, nation and world by the COVID-19 
pandemic also had a significant impact on the employment rates for people 
with disabilities. The task force found innovative ways to continue their work 
and maintain the prior six years of momentum. Some of those innovative ways 
are here to stay. The use of technology will play a major role in the task force’s 
new strategic plan, which is currently in the finalization process. 

With the prioritization of people with disabilities for vaccination, along with 
the economic rebound, people with disabilities who lost or left their jobs are 
eager to return to work. This task force stands ready to assist them with their 
goals. We look forward to once again being able to gather and celebrate the 
successes in person. 

EXECUTIVE  
SUMMARY
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EMPLOYMENT FIRST  
TASK FORCE AT A GLANCE
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What is the Employment First Task Force?
The Employment First Task Force brings together nine state agencies with 
people with disabilities, families, higher education institutions, community-
based disability providers, and others. 

Everyone has the same goal: make sure people with disabilities who want 
a job have the training and support they need to get and to keep one. 

Who Does the Task Force Help?
The task force focuses on increasing employment among people with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities, physical disabilities, and people 
with behavioral health diagnoses, including mental illness, substance 
abuse disorders, and co-occurring disorders.

Why Does There Need to be a Task Force?
Right now, people with disabilities are not always included in the work 
force, even though they want to work. Understanding and addressing the 
reasons why that happens are key to the work of this task force. 

How Does the Task Force Measure Progress?
The work of the task force is guided by a strategic plan. That plan includes 
large goals along with outcomes and action steps to meet those goals. 
The task force meets quarterly to track its progress. In addition, the 
task force has established work groups to focus on high-need areas like 
communications, mental health, data and transportation.



EMPLOYMENT FIRST  
STRATEGIC PLAN BREAKDOWN
A primary goal of the Employment First Task Force over the past few years has been to 
work on closing the employment gap between people with disabilities and people with 
no disabilities. The task force’s strategic plan guides those goals. This is the final year for 
reporting on the current strategic plan, which is summarized below.

Goal 1:
Make sure all state agencies who help people with disabilities are working together to 
prepare people for employment, help them find a job, and help them keep a job. 

How Do We Do That?
• We take a good look at our data to make sure our services are working. If the numbers 

don’t show the results we want, we think about what we can do better to achieve our 
goals. 

• We make sure agencies are working together, and not separately, on a person’s 
employment goals. That way there’s no confusion, everyone knows their role, and 
the end goal.

• We look at the state’s laws and policies and see how they can support employment 
efforts.

• We make sure we are keeping a well-trained workforce of disability service employees 
that know how to support people in their goals.

Highlight from 2021: 
Working towards a single person-centered system for people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities with a focus on employment, Enabling Technology and 
independence. 

Goal 2:
Spread the word about Employment First to increase awareness and acceptance in 
communities across the state.

How Do We Do That?
• Find people who will promote the benefits of Employment First inside and outside 

the disability community.

• Make sure we are finding ways to communicate with people and their families about 
employment.

• We look at the state’s laws and policies and see how they can support employment 
efforts.

Highlight from 2021: 
Placing a spotlight on how people with disabilities are performing essential work during 
the pandemic.
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Goal 3:
Increase the number of businesses who give people with disabilities a job.

How Do We Do That?
• Find business owners who have hired people with disabilities and are willing to share 

their experiences with other business owners.

• Connect employers to programs at schools who are helping prepare students to 
work.

Highlight from 2021: 
Providing training to help improve employer engagement and education.

Goal 4:
Provide more work opportunities for people with disabilities inside Tennessee State 
Government.

How Do We Do That?
• Provide more internships for people with disabilities across all agencies in state 

government.

• Develop programs to increase employment opportunities in state government for 
people with disabilities.

Highlight from 2021: 
Tennessee passes State as a Model Employer legislation, putting Tennessee State 
Government on track to become a model employer of persons with disabilities.

Goal 5:
Prepare students with disabilities for employment while they are still in school, so they 
can find success after graduation.

How Do We Do That?
• Train teachers and others about transition using an online portal called Transition 

TN.

• Make sure everyone is aware of the different diploma paths available to students 
with disabilities.

• Give more “on-the-job” opportunities while they are still in school.

Highlight from 2021: 
Tennessee continues to expand and deliver Pre-Employment Transition Services through 
the Transition TN portal, and passes Tennessee Believes to increase access to post-
secondary opportunities for students with intellectual and developmental disabilities. 

What’s Next:
Many of the goals and outcomes in this plan have been achieved, and some need more 
work. As we developed the new strategic plan, we decided what goals still need some 
attention and new areas that need our focus. That includes factoring in the importance 
of technology in helping plan and prepare people with disabilities for employment.
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COVID-19 & 
THE IMPACT ON PEOPLE 
WITH DISABILITIES
People with intellectual and developmental disabilities have been significantly impacted 
by the COVID-19 public health emergency. Because many people with disabilities have 
underlying conditions that can contribute to more significant COVID illnesses, Tennessee 
saw a 3.5 higher rate of death of person with disabilities than those without disabilities. 
As of June 30, 2021, more than 1500 people with disabilities who receive IDD services 
through state waiver programs or intermediate care facilities for people with disabilities 
had contracted COVID with 59 deaths. In addition, more than 3200 paid staff had also 
contracted COVID. 

Delivering Services in a Pandemic
In March 2020, after Gov. Lee declared a State of Emergency, many state agencies and 
their contracted providers were able to continue providing employment supports, 
vocational training and other pre-employment services using virtual options. While 
originally a barrier for many organizations since traditionally this work has been 
conducted face-to-face, the pandemic pushed people to create innovative approaches 
to remove barriers that could hinder progress and allow for the continued support of 
a person’s employment journey. This included turning to Enabling Technologies as a 
means for providing not only remote job coaching, but also helping people explore 
potential jobs in a virtual environment.

Employment Drop
As stay-at-home orders were issued nationwide, there was a steep drop in employment 
rates for both people with disabilities and people without disabilities. This was true for 
people who received services through the state, although the impact varied by program. 
Persons who are served in the state’s 1915(c) waivers experienced a heavy reduction, but 
the decline was felt less heavily in those looking for work receiving employment supports 
through the Employment and Community First CHOICES program, where many people 
were able to maintain employment if it had already been established pre-pandemic. 
This was also true for those who are supported through the Individual Placement and 
Support Program (IPS). This highlights the value of individualized employment directly 
with employers, which seemed to be more sustainable and insulated from COVID-19 
impacts than contract-related employment through a provider or other vendor. Mid-year 
data indicated that a similar number of people were interested in work, but fewer people 
found jobs.  However, significantly more people kept their jobs after being placed, with 
a 15 percent increase from the same time in 2019. In addition, there were fewer Work-
Based Learning options for transition-aged students to explore employment options. 
There was also a high safety concern among people, their families and their supporters, 
and many people chose to stay at home or were provided services in their homes to 
allow them to practice social distancing and minimize contact with others.
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Vaccine Availability
Tennessee was the first state in the nation to prioritize 
people with intellectual and developmental disabilities 
and their staff, as well as people 18 or older who were 
unable to live independently, in the first phase of vaccine 
distribution. This allowed many people in the disability 
community to access a vaccine as early as late December.  
As vaccination levels increased, the state has seen a 
steep decline in positive cases, which is reflected also in 
the numbers of positive cases across all intellectual and 
developmental disabilities Medicaid-funded services.  

Getting Back to Work
While hundreds of thousands of people across the state 
have been able to get back to their jobs or find new 
employment in the new year, the economic recovery 
has not yet reached many people with disabilities.  Even 
though there are many businesses that are unable 
to find staff, there are still thousands of people in the 
population supported by Employment First Task Force 
members who are still looking for jobs.  Traditionally, 
people with disabilities have been among the first to be 
let go during a downturn and the last to be rehired.  As 
the pandemic continues to wane, agencies are starting 
to see employment numbers begin a slow rebound and 
many have strong expectations for employment growth 
in the coming fiscal year. In addition, Tennessee was one 
of six states selected to participate in a learning lab on 
this topic, which is detailed more later in this report. 

The Future of Employment Supports
The use of technology as a way to provide support for 
people with disabilities is here to stay. A silver lining of the 
pandemic has been the way it has accelerated innovation 
and change. The ability to provide virtual meetings 
through Zoom, WebEx or other internet platforms has 
decreased travel and increased access for many people, 
allowing training opportunities to reach many people 
who otherwise would not be able to attend. In addition, 
as in-person employment supports are increasing, 
virtual supports will continue to be an option and a way 
to remove any barriers. Enabling Technology use has 
increased rapidly, and the Department of Intellectual 
and Developmental Disabilities (DIDD) and TennCare are 
looking at new ways to provide employment and pre-
employment services using virtual reality and remote job 
coaching. 
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TENNESSEE REHABILITATION CENTER 
EMBRACES TECHNOLOGY TO CONTINUE 
VOCATIONAL TRAINING
On March 13, 2020 all Tennessee Rehabilitation Center in Smyrna (TRCS) students left campus 
due to the COVID-19 threat. Within two weeks, all staff also left campus to work from home. After 
just a week off campus, students began checking in with their instructors to request work to do 
at home to keep them active with their vocational training learning. Instructors accepted that 
challenge and began providing the training through emails and phone calls, the only technology 
available at that time. 

When it was realized staff and students would not be returning soon, TRCS staff and VR Leadership 
began discussing options. With no web-based platform to provide distance learning available, 
TRCS knew they needed to start there. By June 2020, Google Classroom was purchased and 
TRCS Instructors were ready to begin providing classes in a virtual classroom. This wasn’t as 
easy as it sounds. Instructors needed to learn how to use the platform, obtain some additional 
equipment, and adjust their curriculums. VR Counselors worked with TRCS staff and students 
to identify equipment that the students needed to participate in virtual learning and worked to 
obtain this equipment. Everyone was set and ready to start by the Summer 2020 quarter. 

The Summer 2020 quarter started on June 22, 2020, as the first distance learning quarter. Students 
attended one week of orientation to help them know what to expect and provide training to use 
the new platform. It was great to see the students and they enjoyed talking to their classmates 
they hadn’t seen for three months. When classes began the following week, 64% of students 
enrolled in March 2020 elected to continue their studies virtually through distance learning. 

New students were offered a New Student Orientation during the Fall 2020 quarter that began 
September 28, 2020. This provided TRCS an opportunity to introduce TRCS and let them know 
what to expect and what was expected of them when they arrive on campus. TRCS also offered 
recreation and activity focused groups in this quarter. These groups were developed at the 
request of students who were requesting time to visit with friends they missed and were bored 
at home during the pandemic. Students who had already enrolled continued to move forward in 
their training experience. The Fall 2020 quarter had 75% of all enrolled students (including new 
students) registered and participating in virtual classroom training. 



13

The Winter 2021 quarter began on January 4, 2021, with 76% of enrolled students participating 
in distance learning. This included 40 new students participating in the New Student Orientation. 
TRCS also recognized the need to provide some hands-on training to those students who were 
ready to finish their training. These students were ready to graduate or move on to the next 
area of study, such as completing Auto Detailing to go into Auto Maintenance/Lubrication or 
Customer Care to Pharmacy Technician. To do this, the instructors started exploring options. 
Some instructors were able to work with community business partners, in the student’s home 
community to offer internships to students in their area of study. Others explored technology and 
how it could assist. They were already using Cengage to provide simulated experiences; however, 
this did not allow students to show the instructor that they could handle the work in “real life” 
terms. Soon TRCS purchased additional software and GoPro cameras. This was a great success. 
Twenty-seven students completed their Areas of Study with twenty graduating and seven moving 
on to the next level of their training. 

The Spring 2021 quarter began on April 19, 2021, with 67% of enrolled students registering for 
distance learning. TRCS has continued to allow students to “opt out” of distance learning if they did 
not feel it was appropriate for them; however, more than 170 students continued their training 
during this uncertain time. The journey TRCS has taken in obtaining and learning new technology 
has opened doors for continued training options for citizens of Tennessee who are VR customers. 
As we begin making plans to return to campus, delivery of training won’t be the same. We learned 
that there are options beyond the TRCS campus that includes technology and off campus training 
in the students’ home communities.







Hayes Otelo
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AGENCY COLLABORATION 
IN ACTION
Written by: Nicole Briley Earp

Like most of the customers I’ve worked with in VR as a Rehabilitation Assistant, I met Hayes Otelo on 
paper first. His reports noted limited ability to interact with others, limited ability to drive, below average 
general learning ability, and significant difficulty in education and employment. Over the years I have 
learned that these reports are a very limited view of a whole person. Providing good service means that 
you focus on the whole person and not the snapshot provided on a piece of paper. Hayes proved this to 
be true in a big way. 

When Hayes began his journey with VR, the pandemic hit and limited many of the services that were 
common in the community Tennessee Rehabilitation Centers. This left me with a lot of room to really 
focus on Hayes and with my supervisor’s permission I was able to engage in a truly person-centered 
approach to serving him. Along with the regular curriculum activities, we conducted many different types 
of assessments and online job shadowing activities and determined that Hayes was most interested in 
agriculture. Due to the COVID pandemic, it was difficult to find options for work-based learning (WBL). 
I continued to pursue WBL options on the side but switched the main focus to what Hayes felt were his 
biggest barriers. This was a big change from the employment plan observations of the past. Instead 
of focusing on production rates and hygiene, I learned that Hayes was concerned about his lack of job 
readiness skills, ability to communicate well, and lack of a driver’s license.

We began to tackle each of Hayes’s concerns one by one. To address his communication concerns, we 
engaged in multiple mock interviews over the phone and in person. He would call various staff members 
to practice scheduling interviews and he started using the Big Interview software program as well as 
regularly engaging in various work role play scenarios. By the time his actual mock interview arrived 
Hayes was confident and did an excellent job - his interviewer was very impressed! Hayes also began 
attending Work Plus Rehab to work toward his driver’s license and attained his license in April.

We also looked at his interests in agriculture and what were some entry level certifications he could work 
toward while we waited for businesses to open back up and identify a WBL opportunity. The Tennessee 
Deptartment of Education recommended the Career Safe 10-hour General OSHA course and Hayes began 
working towards his OSHA certification. I was slightly concerned about how he would do in the program 
due to the information in his evaluations, but Hayes surprised me time and time again. I had actually 
begun the OSHA course at the same time he did and every time he came in for job readiness classes, he 
would report that he was ahead of me. When it came time to take the final test, he aced it on the first try! 

I was able to find a WBL opportunity for Hayes working at Paris Landing State Park. Additionally, I 
coordinated with the local American Job Center to sign him up for youth work experience to ensure he 
would get paid. Hayes has been approved for ECF CHOICES, so I have been in the process of working 
with the ECF Support Coordinator to secure a job coach if needed in the future. Several key partners are 
aligned to ensure the employment success of Hayes. Hayes has been volunteering at Paris Landing State 
Park and they have been very impressed with him. So impressed in fact, that once he completes the paid 
youth work experience, they fully intend to hire him on as a state park employee.

These are only a few of the things that Hayes has accomplished, but the moral of this story is that using 
person-centered planning to really focus on Hayes made a difference. Instead of making observations 
and deciding what I thought needed to be put on an employment plan, I was able to put Hayes in charge 
and the goals became his instead of mine.
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WORKING TOGETHER  
ON A COMMON GOAL

Connecting the work of individual state agencies on employment has 
been perhaps one of the most important results of the Employment First 
Task Force. The groundwork had already been laid before Executive Order 
No. 28 through the establishment of the Employment Roundtable and 
TennesseeWorks Partnership, but it was accelerated through the task force 
and the establishment of shared goals. 

Many state agencies are dependent on other agencies to accomplish a person’s 
employment goals.  Oftentimes that involves a partnership between a state 
agency like the Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services 
and the state’s Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Program to deliver the (IPS)  
Individual Placement and Support program. Another example is how VR works 
with TennCare and their health plans to coordinate a transition from VR services 
into sustained on-the-job supports through Employment and Community First 
CHOICES. That coordination is guided through Memorandums of Understanding 
or Interagency Agreements to ensure everyone understands their roles and 
responsibilities.  An example of how this collaboration among state agencies can be 
critical to a person’s employment success is found in Hayes’s story, where multiple 
programs worked together to find the right work-based learning experience and 
set him up with the supports needed to find long-term employment success. 

The Employment Roundtable collaboration, which brings many state agencies 
together monthly to coordinate and problem solve, also continues to yield results.  
In 2020, a subgroup of agencies won a federal grant to create and deliver disability 
training to every American Job Center (AJC) across the state. The Department of 
Labor and Workforce Development, which oversees the AJCs, will work together with 
the Division of Rehabilitation Services to deliver and update the training annually. 
Since many Tennesseans turn to the AJCs to support them to find employment, it’s 
important the staff at the AJCs have the training and tools needed to also support 
persons with disabilities in their job searches as well.

Supports Goal One in the Employment First Strategic Plan

Many state agencies share customers so it’s vital that they 
coordinate and collaborate to support a person’s employment 
journey
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ANDRE
PERSEVERES

Andre’ Thomas, a member of Employment and 
Community First CHOICES since August of 2017, 
communicates using American Sign Language.  As a 
people-person, he doesn’t allow his inability to hear 
to stop him from socializing.  To communicate with 
those who don’t sign, Andre’ uses his phone or writes 
messages so he is able to interact with others. 

Andre’ faced a few obstacles while seeking employment 
during the pandemic.  Jobs were scarce, and there was 
always a fear of getting COVID-19.  Andre’s employment 
journey began mid-September 2020.  With assistance 
from Vocational Rehabilitation, he was able to obtain a 
position at a Kroger grocery store.  He bagged groceries 
and collected shopping carts from the parking lot as part 
of his daily tasks.  He was employed at Kroger for a month 
when he decided the pace was too fast, and the job was 
not a good fit.  Andre’ resigned for now and may re-apply 
in the future.  

Andre’ did not give up on his search, however, and was 
determined to get a job.  In November 2020, with help from 
VR, he started a new position with Gould’s Salon and Spa 
where he is responsible for trash, bathrooms, and cleaning 
the floors.  Only a month after starting his new position, 
Andre’ contracted COVID-19 and was forced to quarantine 
with his family.  The risk of losing another job was concerning 
for Andre’, but his supervisor reassured him that his job would 
be waiting for him when he was able to return to work.

Part of Andre’s employment success consisted of job coaching 
supports received through Employment and Community First 
CHOICES.  Andre’s job coach, with Support Solutions of the Mid-
South, assisted him in learning some of his duties and came 
up with creative solutions to communicate with his coworkers.  
Andre’s colleagues have been eagerly learning some basic signs 
to better connect with him.  He quickly became independent, is 
comfortable performing his duties, and enjoys going to work.  
Andre’s resilience and determination have been instrumental in 
maintaining his employment.



JT, a TennCare member in the Employment and 
Community First CHOICES (ECF CHOICES) program, is 
thriving today with the support of his employer, Direct 
Support Professionals, family, and friends.  Growing 
up around the biker community inspired JT’s love for 
motorcycles from a young age. Today, JT is an active 
member of the Bikers Who Care charity organization 
and is learning motorcycle mechanics in addition 
to working at Appleton’s Harley-Davidson store in 
Clarksville, Tennessee. After graduating from high 
school, JT’s mother encouraged him to look for a job.  
He decided to apply to Appleton’s Harley-Davidson 
store in his hometown. Since April 2012, JT has served 
in a part-time custodial role, working toward his 
long-term employment goal to become a motorcycle 
mechanic. JT has a waiting list to complete oil changes 
for his friends after he masters the service. JT hopes 
to open a small business, for which JT already has a 
name: Big Daddy’s Lift Ups!

“We say ‘disabilities.’ But they’re not. Everybody does 
have a purpose here,” emphasizes Mike, the Direct 
Support Professional (DSP) employed with Progressive 
Directions, Inc., who works with JT. This belief is obvious 
when looking at all that JT has achieved since becoming 
a member of ECF CHOICES. JT used to be described 
as reserved and soft-spoken, but today he enjoys an 
active lifestyle and rewarding employment at the local 
motorcycle shop. He’s also more outspoken now and 
jokes around with his work “family”.

What JT enjoys most about working at Harley-
Davidson, aside from earning a paycheck, is socializing 
with his work “family”. Over the years, JT has built 
strong friendships at work that he calls family. “JT 
has never needed a job coach because his Appleton 
family said, ‘we got this’,” his mother, Margaret Davis 
explains. At work, JT is fortunate to have incredible 
natural supports as well as a task list that helps him 
stay focused and accomplish his daily responsibilities. 
An average day for JT includes cleaning, sweeping up 
around the facility, breaking down boxes, and helping 
with miscellaneous tasks around the shop. JT also has 
opportunities to deviate from his usual responsibilities. 
Recently, he assisted  with the wrecker service to pick 
up a motorcycle. 

With the help of his DSP, Mike, JT enjoys getting out 
of the house to shop, go out to eat, go to the movies, 
and exercise. JT has the world at his fingertips with 
the support he receives through the Community 
Integration Support Services offered through ECF 
CHOICES. When asked how his life has changed 
because of the ECF program, both he and his mother 
said in unison, “freedom.” “The Community Integration 
aspect of ECF CHOICES allows him to make his own 
choices and do things that he truly wants to do. It has 
opened up his circle of friends as well,” Margaret says. 
“JT has a busier social calendar than I ever will,” she 
chuckles.

“JT is a kind-hearted person and is a breath of fresh 
air to be around. When JT found out that I also love 
Japanese movies, such as Godzilla, it forged a strong 
connection that will last for a lifetime,” Mike recalls.

Mike, the folks at Watson’s Motorcycle shop, and 
JT’s mother all express their delight in JT’s personal 
growth and development, especially highlighting 
how his social confidence has grown through 
community integration. JT, who used to have 
a shy and quiet demeanor in social settings, 
now “cuts up with the guys,” says Ray, who 
is helping to teach him motorcycle repair 
at Watson’s shop twice a week. “At first, 
we had him do little tasks, like taking bolts 
and parts apart. Gradually, JT increased 
his abilities. He pays close attention and is 
a quick learner because of his mechanical 
mind and good memory,” Ray asserts.
 
Aside from his passion for motorcycles, JT has 
many personal goals in mind for his future. One 
exciting goal is a trip to Japan that he is currently 
planning with his DSP, Mike.  Before this trip, JT 
hopes to sign up for and take Japanese language 
classes at the local community college. “JT has had a 
pretty eclectic life, so if he wants to do it, we 
try to make sure it happens,” his mother 
affirms. As JT has proven, if he puts his 
mind to it, he will surely succeed in 
any endeavor he sets for himself.

REVVIN’ UP IN EMPLOYMENT 
WITH JT DAVIS 
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PROVIDING EMPLOYMENT SERVICES   
IN AND OUT OF A PANDEMIC

Supports Goal One in the Employment First Strategic Plan

The 1915(c) waivers, Employment and Community First CHOICES 
Program, Vocational Rehabilitation, and Individual Placement and 
Support are some of the ways the state provides employment training 
and on-the-job supports for Tennesseans with disabilities

Even through the struggles of the COVID-19 pandemic, departments 
have continued to work collaboratively to expand services and meet 
the employment needs of persons supported who choose to explore 
employment opportunities. Innovation has been at the forefront, as many 
employment-related services had previously been performed face-to-face. 

The pandemic also gave some agencies an opportunity to take a hard look 
at how they provided all services and propose changes to better drive 
employment and independence outcomes. 

IDD Integration: 
An initiative to integrate and ultimately align all programs serving 
Tennesseans with intellectual and developmental disabilities.

While the COVID-19 pandemic brought unexpected challenges it also 
brough important opportunities. In July 2020, DIDD and TennCare 
released a concept paper announcing a plan to align programs for people 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Key goals of the initiative 
include increasing individual choice, integration, independence, and 

employment, which will improve quality of life for persons served.

Strategies to accomplish these goals will include: leveraging 
value-based payment to build capacity and incentivize 
providers to support people in achieving their individualized 
employment and community living goals, aligning   
employment and other outcomes reporting across  
programs, expanding the use of Enabling Technology to 
increase independence across settings and support outcomes 
achievement, and expanding the Employment Informed 
Choice process, which has been incredibly successful in the 
Employment and Community First CHOICES program to 
persons supported in the 1915 (c) waivers, ensuring they 
have opportunities to meaningfully explore employment 
opportunities and address potential barriers and concerns.
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Jordan Gates moved into Community Living Services with 
Madison Haywood Developmental Services (MHDS), Inc. 
in February 2021. According to Jordan’s Person-Centered 
Support Plan, he needed verbal cues and hand over 
hand assistance to finish tasks such as housekeeping and 
basic home maintenance. It also stated that staff should 
support Jordan every step until a task is completed.

After moving in, Jordan expressed wanting a job but was 
unsure of how the jobs he was interested in worked. He 
was referred for Discovery services in February but 
due to COVID-19, the service was extended to 
start in April 2021. When Rance first started the 
Discovery process, Jordan was unable to stay 
focused answering questions to complete his 
assessments. He enjoyed playing video games 
and would often retreat to his room to play. 

In April, MHDS, Inc. joined a pilot project 
that gave them access to four technology 
platforms. Knowing Jordan’s love of technology 
and video games, Rance returned with an iPad 
to see if Jordan was interested in completing 
the assessment using the iPad. The iPad 
sparked Jordan’s interest and he completed 
two assessments through CreateAbility and 
AbleLink. Based on the information gained 
from the assessments of Jordan’s skills and 
interests, Rance was able to match him 
with a job at Helping Hands doing rest area 
grounds keeping. 

Although it was difficult for Jordan to 
answer questions verbally and engage 
for extended periods of time, Jordan was 
able to use technology to complete his 
assessments and ultimately start a job he 
enjoys. 

USING TECHNOLOGY 
TO LEARN ABOUT WORK  
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PROVIDING EMPLOYMENT SERVICES   
IN AND OUT OF A PANDEMIC ... CONTINUED

Vocational Rehabilitation:  
The state’s largest employment program, serving Tennesseans 
with all types of disabilities

Despite the turmoil of the pandemic, the Vocational Rehabilitation 
(VR) program continued to demonstrate its agility through the 
pandemic as the program exercised flexibility and continued to 
coordinate with other programs and agencies. The stories shared in 
this report demonstrate how that work continued and all partners 
were able to come to the table to successfully continue supporting 
the employment goals of persons with disabilities. 

The Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) program also embarked on a 
year-long journey to train all staff statewide on the philosophy 
and principles of person-centered thinking through a partnership 
with the Council on Developmental Disabilities. All staff, from 
front-line counselors to top leadership, participated in intensive 
training with nationally recognized employment consultants Griffin 
Hammis Associates (GHA). GHA is known nationally as an expert 
in customized employment which matches a person’s skill and 
dreams with an employer’s unique business needs. The training 
offered online interactive training tools and resources for staff to 
put the person-centered thinking philosophy into action through 
day-to-day roles and responsibilities. VR then worked with GHA 
to review and update program policies to embody the person-
centered philosophy and build a positive customer experience for 
people supported through VR’s services.
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Kiara Benson has been a Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) program customer since 
2017 where she had been engaged in multiple services to prepare her for the 
world of work. Her employment goal has always been electrical engineering. 
Her grandfather inspired her interest in electrical engineering when she was 
young and she has been a tinkerer since childhood. 

Prior to receiving support from VR, she faced some academic deficiencies 
commenting, “TN VR has been the only entity to accept my issues (barriers) and 
ask how they affected my performance.” VR provided resume editing, interview 
skills and employment development to help her be better prepared for the 
journey ahead. She also received counseling to help her determine which 
direction of study, class selection, and how that would lead her to desired 
goal including: What is the difference between aerospace vs military projects 
and how do you determine benefits needed. VR also provided some tutorial 
services during her senior year to assist with explaining electrical/math 
concepts faster for better clarity and comprehension. She was provided with 
specialized equipment during her final internship to assist in completing 
complex tasks for use with Eaton dedicated software for electrical 
projects. This equipment helped create process instrumentation 
diagrams for Southwest Airlines equipment library using Electrical 
AutoCAD. Kiara attended Tuskegee University for Electrical 
Engineering and maintained a 3.078 average and graduated 
in December 2020 while also completing internships with 
Lucite Industries and Eaton Corporation. As a result of 
her accomplishments, Kiara has been awarded honors 
including: The Society of Women Engineers Senator-
Proxy (2018-2020), Electrical Engineering Teaching 
Assistant (2019-2020), Chevron Scholarship 
(2019-2020), and the Engineering Alumni 
Achievement Scholarship (2019-2020 and is 
a member of the National Society of Black 
Engineers and the Institute of Electrical and 
Electronics Engineer. 

Kiara realized her employment goals and 
is proudly employed by The Boeing Space 
and Security Company as an Electromagnetic 
Effects Design Analysis Engineer. She is assigned 
a mentor and is assigned to projects that have 
required travel to Italy and France.

KIARA’S HIGH-FLYING  
EMPLOYMENT JOURNEY  
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Individual Placement and Support: An evidence-based model for people with 
mental health diagnoses

Like many programs, the Individual Placement and Support (IPS) program faced 
the challenge of how to continue to offer services and support throughout the 

pandemic. IPS teams explored innovative ways to support people by providing 
services remotely through phone, video chat, text message, email, and increased 
the flexibility of services. IPS specialists continued to deliver vocational services 
including intake, assessment, job search activities, and job retention remotely. 
The teams provided emotional support by checking in frequently, sharing 
encouragement, and promoting wellness strategies. They also assisted those 
who experienced financial changes due to layoffs or job loss by assisting in 
applying for unemployment benefits and providing benefits counseling. 

As mentioned above, there was strong interest in employment among 
IPS participants, so employer engagement remained a strong focus for 

the IPS program as staff reached out to new and existing employer 
connections and met remotely. Additionally, 10 of the 22 IPS teams 

across the state that support people between the ages of 16 and 
35 saw an increase in the number of people with employment 

and education goals. 

With the pandemic starting to recede, agencies are able 
to reengage on initiatives as well. DIDD and DMHSAS 

will be restarting their collaboration on a Dual 
Diagnosis IPS pilot with an emphasis on utilizing 
enabling technology to provide ongoing job 
coaching supports to support IPS efforts across 
the state.

PROVIDING EMPLOYMENT SERVICES   
IN AND OUT OF A PANDEMIC ... CONTINUED
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A COMMON CHALLENGE FOR ALL PROGRAMS:    
NOT ENOUGH DISABILITY SUPPORT WORKERS

Developing a workforce to support the employment goals of persons with 
disabilities supports Goal One in the Employment First Strategic Plan

This is an identified barrier and is an issue nationwide

While it is the goal for a person to work independently, the support and guidance 
of disability support workers, whether VR counselors, disability-specific job coaches 
or other support members, is often critical to a person’s employment success. 
Oftentimes, these professionals help a person set their goals, explore employment, 
help them get the skills and training they need, and then provide job coaching 
to help transition them into their place of employment. As the person learns the 
job and becomes comfortable in the working environment, often that job coach 
“fades”, or gradually pulls back on support until the person is working completely 
independently. 

A major issue facing the disability service system is the critical shortage of direct 
support workers. While this has been a nationwide issue for nearly a decade, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated the situation, leaving provider agencies 
without the manpower to staff the job supports needed to maintain successful 
employment. Furthering this issue is that high turnover in the industry means that 
training and keeping a high-quality workforce can be a challenge. 

Tennessee state lawmakers have for several years made significant investments 
to raise the rate of pay for direct support professionals supporting people with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities. In 2021, the Tennessee General Assembly 
made the most significant investment yet, raising the average hourly wage from $10 
to $12.50 for services provided through the 1915 (c) waivers. It is expected that will 
help not only attract new workers, but also allow agencies to retain the staff they 
have. 

To address the need to improve quality among disability support workers, training 
and technical assistance are key components. TennCare has worked with the 
Institute on Community Integration (ICI) and Tennessee Community Organizations 
(TNCO) to administer a disability workforce survey to Employment and Community 
First CHOICES providers as a part of a larger initiative on the disability workforce. The 
data gathered from the first two years of the survey is informing ongoing discussions 
and planning about wages, benefits, and ways to find and keep good employees as 
well as enhance access to home and community-based services (HCBS) for people 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities in Tennessee. This data, paired with 
training and technical assistance, can assist providers in developing a more stable 
and highly trained workforce over time. 

In order to continue to advance people’s employment goals, ample and well-trained 
staff, paired with Enabling Technology, are vital to individual success and the state’s 
Employment First movement as a whole. 
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From the time Mario Jones clocks into work at Canteen Vending in Memphis, he hits the 
ground running and doesn’t stop until it’s time to leave for the day. Mario has been an 
Inventory Clerk at Canteen since June 2017. His job is to make sure the Canteen warehouse 
is clean inside and out.

“It’s hard work, man, you know, I got this,” Mario said. “I love the job, you know.”

Between aisles of boxed refreshments stacked high, Mario moves back and forth with 
a large broom sweeping in zig zags until there’s no more debris on the floor. Then he 
reaches out to his job coach, Brenda, to check his tablet and together, they press a button 
on the screen to show the task has been completed. The tablet then displays a photo of the 
garbage can and replies with a prompt, “Mario, gather the trash and throw it away.” 

Mario was selected to participate in DIDD’s Enabling Technology initiative 
after he expressed to support staff with West Tennessee provider SRVS 

that he wanted to find more ways to be independent on the job. 
They have since created a job coach fading plan so that he can one 
day go to work on his own. That plan includes working with Brenda 
to learn how to use a mobile device that provides verbal and visual 
prompts. 

“As far as the technology goes, it helps him complete his duties. It 
helps him complete it in a timely manner, get his task done and he 

does a wonderful job,” said Brenda, Mario’s SRVS Job Coach. 

Before Mario joined Canteen’s team, he worked in a workshop. 
He says it’s the money he makes, the friends he’s made, and his 

ongoing goals he’s reaching for at his current job that keeps him 
going and has made him an advocate for others to find a job 
they enjoy. 

“See, I love it and a lot of people work there, my friends, you 
know,” Mario added. “Being happy is all that matters.”

Mario’s supervisor says the feeling is mutual for his Canteen 
colleagues. They say he worked diligently and safely during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, is a reliable and motivational team 
member within the organization, and that he has not missed 
a day of work. He’s always ready to support others when 
they need him.

“The way that he comes in to work and his attitude and 
already ready to go, Mario has opened doors to other 
individuals that we serve to get employed here,” Greg 
Stewart, Canteen Vending Warehouse Manager, explained. 
“It would be a different place without him.”

WORKING INDEPENDENTLY 
WITH ENABLING TECHNOLOGY 
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On May 1, 2018, Carl Lipford moved into a home of his own in Bristol. This was 
not only a big step for him, but the first step forward in the state’s Enabling 
Technology movement.

Since that moment three years ago, dozens more people are being supported 
to reach their employment and independent living goals through individualized 
Enabling Technology solutions. This includes people who are using Enabling 
Technology on the job, and some who are using it to get to their jobs.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Enabling Technology has received federal 
funding and allowed people to continue to receive employment supports 
through mobile applications, remote job coaching, transportation navigator 
apps, and other technologies. An example of how this technology can be used 
on the job can be found in Mario’s employment story (previous page).

The pandemic further highlighted the need to be able to provide pre-
employment services in a virtual setting. To that end, DIDD has launched a 
yearlong Pre-Employment Innovation project. This will broaden the way people 
engage in pre-employment services to include opportunities for virtual/remote 
job exploration and discovery. Using technology to engage in pre-employment 
services will allow people to explore work opportunities safely and effectively by 
providing people with innovative software applications and technology solutions 
to streamline the job exploration and discovery processes, and gain feedback 
into the efficacies and value of these technology options.

THE FUTURE OF EMPLOYMENT FIRST:   
WHY ENABLING TECHNOLOGY IS KEY

Enabling Technology can support a person on the job and in their homes

It can help a person live, work and travel independently

It is an important part of the solution to addressing staff shortages
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DIDD is utilizing four technology solutions for this project. These technology solutions 
use videos, assessments, personalized training modules, etc. to supplement the in-
person exploration and discovery processes, with the hope of preparing people for 
jobs in the community.

In addition, the department is continuing to explore partnership opportunities 
with large cities and counties with public transportation, as modeled by the use 
of AbleLink’s WayFinder mobile application by persons with disabilities to navigate 
CARTA in Chattanooga. 

In order to grow the movement, it’s important for people to understand how 
technology works and how it can be used to meet their goals. 

Work is underway by several state agencies, the Council on Developmental Disabilities 
and the YMCA to launch a “Tech Camp”, which is slated for summer of 2022. This 
tech camp will provide transition-age youth with the opportunity to learn about 
Enabling Technology, develop skills necessary to utilize technology to support their 
independence, and have fun while learning. Early adaptation of Enabling Technology 
will help prepare transitioning youth for independence on the job. 

The use of Enabling Technology will only continue to grow as the state looks to 
align all intellectual and developmental disabilities services with an emphasis in all 
programs on the expansion of Enabling Technology as a preferred support option. 
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Far too often, a person’s biggest employment struggle is something out of their 
control: reliable transportation to and from work. 

For years a lack of transportation options has been identified by the Employment 
First Task Force as one of the biggest barriers to employment for people with 
disabilities. This includes a disability transportation workgroup for the task force. 

Last year, the state launched its Office of Mobility and Accessible Transportation 
under TDOT, which has a goal of providing resources and expertise for improving 
accessible transportation options across the state. The office’s first strategic 
plan was released in March 2021 after engaging stakeholders across the state 
to learn about the service gaps, barriers to accessing current transportation 
options, and ideas for how to expand options. 

THE FUTURE OF EMPLOYMENT FIRST:   
WHY TRANSPORTATION MATTERS

A lack of reliable transportation is an identified barrier of the Employment 
First Task Force

It’s important to work together to understand the current options and 
develop new transportation options in both urban and rural communities 
in Tennessee

THE OFFICE HAS DEVELOPED  
FIVE GOALS:

Expanded Access

Service Solutions

Collaboration

Technology Solutions

Communication
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Some of the most common barriers identified in the office’s annual report 
include: 

The need for personal assistance for people with disabilities to use public 
transit

Misperceptions of what transportation options can and can’t be used for

Compromising independence since a person must schedule a ride on 
existing options sometimes weeks in advance

Limited weekend or nighttime options 

Transportation can be cost-prohibitive to persons living on a limited budget

Few options for those who need specialized services, such as wheelchair 
accessible vehicles or transportation for those with cognitive or behavioral 
needs. 

Through the partnership of state agencies, public transit partners, and private 
entities, the state will continue to explore options on how to eliminate this very 
real barrier to employment for hundreds across Tennessee. 
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As we emerge from the pandemic, people with disabilities are not reentering 
the workforce at the same pace as people without disabilities. As the state 
looked outside its borders for best practices and supports, Tennessee was one 
of six states chosen to participate in the National Governor’s Association State 
Exchange on Employment and Disability (SEED) Initiative. SEED’s learning lab 
series is focused on workforce recovery efforts post-COVID. The state team was 
led by DIDD with support from the Governor’s Office, Department of Education, 
TennCare and Department of Human Services Vocational Rehabilitation Program. 
This culminated in the state team developing a plan to support recovery efforts, 
focused on opening up telework opportunities for people with disabilities. The 
plan will help with remote workforce preparation and employer buy-in to an 
inclusive remote workplace. 

Tennessee will continue to receive technical assistance from the NGA and SEED 
team as the plan is put into motion.

This initiative and execution of the plan in Tennessee is an example of the 
importance of state agency collaboration and has solidified the shared 
commitment to furthering employment opportunities for people with disabilities 
across the state.

THE FUTURE OF EMPLOYMENT FIRST:   
NATIONAL STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT 
WORKFORCE RECOVERY IN TENNESSEE

The SEED Learning Lab gives the state of Tennessee national support for 
its workforce recovery efforts

Tennessee’s efforts focus on helping prepare people with disabilities for 
remote work
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AMPLIFYING VOICES &
CREATING CHAMPIONS

While connection and communication looked different for everyone over 
the last year, its importance grew for Tennesseans with disabilities on and 
off the job, and for state agencies, advocacy groups, and providers working 
to improve employment opportunities for this population across the 
state. The Employment First Communication Subgroup met virtually each 
quarter to ensure the voices of the people we support were amplified as 
they continued to work or sought employment throughout the pandemic.

The subgroup is made up of participating task force communications 
professionals. It was created in 2015 with the goal of aligning messaging 
to expand outreach and create employment first champions statewide. 
The group partners year-round to share video, photo, and written content 
across platforms to improve employment expectations for people with 
disabilities, engage employers to adopt inclusive employment, and highlight 
the many events happening to promote Employment First in Tennessee.

Vaccines
A large part of the task force’s communication work this year was focused 
on the state’s COVID-19 vaccination efforts so that persons with disabilities 
could return to work as soon as possible. Agencies participated in the 
Governor’s office and Department of Health’s campaigns to inform citizens 
of the availability of vaccines in their communities through photo, video, 
and ads. As more people supported became fully vaccinated, many were 
able to return to work, community activities, and safely visit with family and 
friends again.

Supports Goal Two in the Employment First Strategic Plan

The task force must continue to find ways to spread the word about the 
benefits of competitive integrated employment 

The more champions for Employment First, the more buy-in from the 
community
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Videos
The stories of employed Tennesseans with disabilities have proven to be 
essential to furthering Employment First goals since the creation of the task 
force’s communication subgroup. People with IDD are able to tell their path 
to employment success in their own words and, in return, garner more 
support, break down stigmas around disability employment, and help 
build a shared community commitment to Employment First. Over the last 
year, several videos were shared on social media by subgroup members, 
including a video from DIDD of an employee at Canteen Vending in West 
Tennessee learning to use Enabling Technology to gain more independence 
at work. The Council on Developmental Disabilities also shared multiple 
videos as part of their #DisabilityMeans campaign, highlighting one man 
landing his dream job at Tennessee Tractor LLC and a woman utilizing the 
skills she gained from graduating Lipscomb IDEAL’s postsecondary program 
to pursue her career goals. The Department of Human Services released 
several Vocational Rehabilitation Program videos to highlight how services 
have continued virtually through the pandemic, and Transition TN released 
a story about a student gaining their first job out of high school, among 
many others. These videos put a spotlight on all of the ways persons with 
IDD can contribute in a variety of roles, improve bottom lines for employers 
and enhance overall work environments. 

Hire My Strengths
Every October, the subgroup leads a social media campaign for National 
Disability Employment Awareness Month called “Hire My Strengths”. The 
campaign was created by TennesseeWorks in 2015 to encourage people 
with and without disabilities to showcase the various skill sets and talents 
each individual has that brings value to the workforce. The 2020 Hire My 
Strengths content developed by dozens of providers, employers, and state 
agencies reflected the challenges and successes achieved by persons with 
disabilities who navigated employment through COVID-19 restrictions 
over the last year. In 2021, the subgroup’s primary focus for the Hire 
My Strengths campaign will be to tell the stories of employers who have 
embraced competitive, integrated employment in an effort to show other 
Tennessee employers what’s possible.
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Breaking Ground Magazine & TennesseeWorks
The Council on Developmental Disabilities’ Breaking Ground magazine, and the 
TennesseeWorks’ website hosting the “Rise to Work” blog and the Landscape Podcast have 
featured several Employment First initiatives and provided a platform for Tennesseans with 
disabilities to share their work to find and maintain gainful employment they enjoy. The 
Breaking Ground magazine has been produced by the council since 1990. Over the past year, 
the magazine has included employment-related stories about post-secondary internships, 
people using tech to gain employment, and entrepreneurship during the pandemic. Some 
of these employment stories are republished in this report.

The “Rise to Work” Blog also included several pieces about the benefits of disability 
employment, improving transition from school to work for youth, and crisis response 
resources for those who worked through the pandemic. Meanwhile, the Landscape podcast 
expanded their efforts with topics on supported employment and advocacy. These three 
platforms remain a major resource for self-advocates and their families. 

Originally published in Breaking Ground Magazine

Clancey Hopper, 
Mid-Cumberland Development District Council member, United Healthcare 

My job situation changed significantly as COVID-19 spread throughout Tennessee. 
The Grand Ole Opry, where I worked as a tour guide, was shut down. I came home 
on March 16 from my job at United Healthcare and started working from home on 
March 17. I have been working from home ever since then!

My living situation has changed, as well, as a result of the pandemic. 
I moved out of the home I was living in and now live happily with my 
family in Lebanon, Tenn. I manage my workflow quite well from home! 
I am very disciplined in my work and have created a productive work 
environment for myself. I only work three days a week.

The things that have been good about this time are being able to 
spend quality time with my family a few friends and rest more! The 
things that have been hard about this time for me have been dealing with 
anxiety, missing family and friends, and sadness. I have learned that it’s 
okay not to be okay. This is a strange and scary time we are living in. I have 
also learned more about self-awareness and how beautiful the breath truly 
is, and another day of life. The final and most important thing I have learned 
during this time is I have a greater appreciation and a deeper love for those 
I love, and time is a precious gift!

ESSENTIAL WORK 
DURING A PANDEMIC 
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James (Jimmy) Moore, 
Van Ayer Senior Living and Rehabilitation  

I work two days a week at Van Ayer Nursing Home in Martin, 
Tenn., in the dietary department. I stock all food and supplies: 
dry and canned food for the pantry, frozen food, and fresh 
food. My duties include purging rotting produce and out-of-
date stock. I also do clean-up in my area – sweeping, wet 
mop, trash removal.

Since COVID-19, PPE is enforced at all times. We are 
distancing in dietary as much as possible in a kitchen. 
We all make maximum effort to keep persons and 
work areas sanitary.

In my life, I have much less social interaction, shopping, 
going out to eat, church. I like home but want to get out 
more. I go to work two days a week and the rest of the 
time am watching TV or listening to the radio. It has 
been boring at times, and lack of exercise has made 
it hard when I have to work. I have enjoyed being 
around my roommates. We try to make the best of 
the situation.

I have learned that by working at Van Ayer, I am surrounded by staff and coworkers 
who truly care about my well-being and the people they serve – all true professionals. 
The administration follows all safety guidelines to the letter. My SJCS (St. John’s 
Community Services – a provider agency) staff and administrators have done their 
best in this serious environment to take care of us and keep us safe. We are kept 
up to date with Relias online training: how to work and be safe at work, how to 
work and be safe at home. When working at Van Ayer, every time we work, our 

temperature is taken. A series of questions about our recent activity and contacts 
is logged. I am tested every Tuesday for COVID-19. It is my thought SJCS and Van 
Ayer have done a thorough job of keeping clients, consumers, and staff safe.

ESSENTIAL WORK 
DURING A PANDEMIC ... CONTINUED 
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Disability Rights Luncheon
For the first time ever, the Disability Employment Awareness Luncheon was held 
virtually and free. This was the seventh annual Disability Employment Awareness 
Luncheon hosted by Disability Rights Tennessee with over 300 business, government, 
and nonprofit leaders in attendance. This event boosts commitment to Employment 
First as a sustainable business practice across Tennessee by offering education and 
real-life examples of the success of disability employment.

Since attendees could connect without the need for transportation, lodging, or ticket 
fees, the event was able to reach more people than ever before. Attendance in the 
East and West regions of the state increased significantly, and the event reached out-
of-state attendees for the first time.

L’Mya Muhammad, 
BlueCross BlueShield, Fulfillment Department  

As COVID-19 began to spread, I went from part-time to full. There were 
lots of schedule changes. We were short of staff and supplies. There was 

more social distancing, and I had to work with a lot of different people. 
I got to learn new tasks to help cover what was needed.

Things that have been hard are mainly struggling with 
transportation since bus routes change and are not running as 
often. Also, new scheduling of work.

I have learned that I can do more than I thought I could before.

ESSENTIAL WORK 
DURING A PANDEMIC ... CONTINUED 
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Virtual Expect Employment Report Presentation 
The Employment First Task Force’s main event, the Expect Employment 
Report Presentation to the governor, also looked a lot different this year. 
DIDD’s Commissioner handed the 2020 report to Gov. Bill Lee at the state 
capitol while fellow task force agencies and members participated virtually 
through video call. Commissioners from the TN Department of Mental 
Health and Substance Abuse Services and the TN Department of Human 
Services also presented on how their agencies and partners are leveraging 
state resources and supports to remove barriers for people with disabilities 
and make progress on the task force’s strategic goals. The task force looks 
forward to hosting the Expect Employment presentation in-person again in 
the fall of 2021.

Manases Gonzalez, 
BlueCross BlueShield, Outgoing Mail Department  

After COVID-19, my schedule changed. I had earlier shifts because they 
grouped us into two groups. I worked longer hours, waking up earlier. I 

worried some when others got COVID.

Everyone is wearing masks and keeping social distancing. It has slowed 
down the spread. This time has not really been hard for me, but for 

others that were exposed, it was hard.

I have learned that I can keep going, regardless.

ESSENTIAL WORK 
DURING A PANDEMIC ... CONTINUED 



Eric Wilson, 
with mom Gina Wilson, Publix  

Eric: I work at Publix, and I bag groceries and take people out to their cars.

Gina: He’s been at Publix for 11 years now, and it has been a growing process. To make sure 
that he learns all training, I take all classes with him. He can learn anything but maybe not at the 
pace of the training presentations. We practiced bagging at home for the first year or so and 
practice any new procedures at home, too, to prepare him for his job.
 

Eric: After COVID, I have to wear a mask all of the time, and it’s irritating. I have to wash 
my hands more and use hand sanitizer.

Gina: Eric’s dad and I decided to pull him from Publix in March, and we kept him 
home for two months before allowing him to return. We kept in close contact 
with Publix during that time. At home, we practiced over and over proper hand 
washing (which he just needed a reminding about how to do) and how to wear 
the mask, including putting it on and off. We practiced NOT touching our face 
and speaking louder so that customers could hear him through his mask.

 

Eric: COVID ruined my golf game, potluck bingo, and vacations. I don’t get to see 
my friends or my grandparents as much. We have to wear masks all the time, and 

we don’t get to go out to eat – my favorite.

Gina: He FaceTimes with grandparents and really misses eating out.
 

Eric: I mostly work and stay home now. My family likes to walk and 
bike a lot.

Gina: Typically, he has about one activity a day outside of work, 
including Special Olympics (power lifting, golf, basketball, football, 
bowling, skiing, swimming), Faith Friends (a weekly Bible study), 
social hour at the rec center, and book club. His dad, John, 
and I have allowed him to return to his photography lessons, 
since they are now all outside and the teacher is awesome at 
keeping him safe.

Eric: The hardest part of COVID is not seeing friends and 
grandparents, no Bible study, and no potluck bingo. I can’t 
go out to eat yet, and I miss that.

Gina: We watch him closely to make sure he’s not lonely 
or getting depressed because of the isolation. We keep him 
busy, which is best for him.
 
Eric: One good thing about this time is I’ve lost some weight 
from not eating out, and from walking a lot. I spend a lot of time 
with mom and dad and have time to watch a movie. One thing I 
have learned is that wearing a mask is not fun, but it helps make 
COVID go away.

ESSENTIAL WORK 
DURING A PANDEMIC ... CONTINUED 
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ENGAGING EMPLOYERS TO
HIRE PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

An ongoing challenge and focus for the Employment First Task Force is that of 
employer engagement. While Goal Two focuses on creating employment champions 
among people supported and the community at large, the end goal of closing the 
employment gap can only happen if employers themselves hire and champion hiring 
people with disabilities. 

New strategies have been a must when thinking about employer engagement. To 
that end, the Vocational Rehabilitation program’s Business Services Unit invested 
in new training for several of its staff members to increase services to employers 
who hire persons with disabilities. “WINDMILLS” is a high-impact training curriculum, 
changing the perception of disability. The program consists of 12 modules that use 
participation and discovery as learning vehicles. WINDMILLS is based on the concept 
that attitudes about persons with disabilities are instrumental in forming behaviors 
toward individuals with disabilities. If supervisors change the attitudes they have about 
persons with disabilities, they will be more open to changing their own behaviors. The 
WINDMILLS program promotes the employment and advancement of persons with 
disabilities and has a proven history of assisting those with and without disabilities 
to better understand the culture of disability in the workplace. It is best defined as 
an employer-employee training tool designed to change attitudinal barriers and 
create a new perspective on the unique abilities of individuals. To date, 9 VR staff 
members have become certified trainers of the WINDMILLS curriculum, the industry 
leading disability inclusion training curriculum for employers nationwide, and are 
available to deliver this in-demand disability inclusion training to employers across 
Tennessee, enhancing their organizational competency for employing individuals 
with disabilities.

Also, as face-to-face visits have returned, DIDD has prioritized reaching out to 
local elected leaders and chambers of commerce about increasing employment 
opportunities for people with disabilities. DIDD’s Commissioner Brad Turner has met 
with city and county leaders in Knoxville, Memphis and Clarksville, along with the 
Tennessee Chamber of Commerce and Industry, and invited them to work together 
with DIDD to prioritize the hiring of persons with disabilities. During the meetings, 
the groups shared many ideas and talked about potential barriers, but everyone 
shared the goal of continuing to work together and find ways to engage businesses 
and local providers to make these ideas a reality. 

Supports Goal Three in the Employment First Strategic Plan

This is an identified barrier to employment

Employer support is critical for increasing employment numbers and closing the 
employment gap
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EXPANDING
PROJECT SEARCH

Project SEARCH is a national model that prepares transitioning students and adults 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities for employment. This model provides 
internships at businesses in the community, often rotating the students among 
various job duties so they can develop skills and learn what type of employment 
may interest them. Project SEARCH has a very high success rate, with many students 
finding ongoing employment at the original site. 

Currently in Tennessee there are 17 active Project SEARCH sites: 13 focused on 
transitioning students, and four dedicated to adults with disabilities. But work 
continues on expansion of this successful model. While the pandemic delayed 
implementation, TennCare plans to become a Project SEARCH host site in fall 
2022. This will bring numerous workers with disabilities into TennCare and provide 
opportunities for potential future employment while creating agency-wide exposure 
and education on employment of people with disabilities. 

Supports Goal Three in the Employment First Strategic Plan

Project SEARCH offers an employer a firsthand look at how persons with 
disabilities can contribute to their business

Project SEARCH graduates have a high employment rate

ARYN MCANDREW SUCCEEDS  
WITH PROJECT SEARCH 

By: Tammy Hearon, EdS, Project SEARCH Instructor for Blount County Schools and 
the Maryville College Project SEARCH site

The 2020/2021 year presented unprecedented challenges for Blount County 
Schools (BCS), Maryville College, and the 5 new Project SEARCH interns. The 
internship program, which is in its sixth year, has been very successful with 
100% placement for five of the six years and follows a strict rotation format. 
However, this year forced a change in scheduling and placements. In the 
past, the interns could choose from rotations that included the physical plant, 
Metz cafe (4 options) and clerical departments. This year, internship rotations 
were only available at the Metz Cafe, as Maryville College had restrictions on 
personnel allowed on the campus. Maryville College was also scheduled to close 
in November and not reopen until late January, which also presented a dilemma 
since this left many days that the interns would not be scheduled to work. 
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The Metz Cafe manager and Project SEARCH Team explored different rotations within the 
cafe, allowing the interns to work in areas that had not been options before. In an attempt 
to accumulate as much work exposure as possible and provide a variety of opportunities, 
the rotation sites were divided into 3- or 4-week rotations, as opposed to the traditional 
10-week rotation. The interns choose rotations in the areas of bakery, pizza bar, dish room, 
salad bar prep, serving line, and cutlery services. The abbreviated rotation allowed the 
interns to gain basic skills in a variety of settings, with the plan of layering more complex 
skills upon return to the rotations in January. A classroom was not available at Maryville 
College, so the weekly schedule was changed to instruction time in the Project SEARCH 
classroom at the high school one day per week and working at Maryville College for days 
per week. 

Exposure to career exploration and job opportunities awaited the interns during the 
fall break from Maryville College. The William Blount High School principal allowed the 
interns to work at the school. The interns worked in 4-week rotations in the cafeteria and 
maintenance department. During this time, four of the five interns were offered jobs in the 
cafeteria programs and in the maintenance department. The cafeteria had a hiring freeze, 
but desperately needed workers. Three of the interns were hired through ESS, a sub-

system for schools to work in the cafeterias. These interns are working approximately 
22 ½ hours per week. These three interns will hopefully be hired into the Blount County 
Schools system when the hiring freeze is lifted. One intern was hired in the school 
system in the maintenance department. He is working full time and has benefits. 
In March, only one intern was still seeking employment in the community, Aryn 
McAndrew. 

Expanding into the community, Aryn McAndrew was hired in April of 2021 to 
work at Arconic. This was a new and exciting opportunity for Aryn and the Project 
SEARCH Team, as the Team had never worked with a large production facility. 
Two of the BCS Project SEARCH Business Advisory Committee members worked 
for Arconic and were willing to provide Aryn with an opportunity to work in the 

medical department. The committee members reviewed Aryn’s skills, looked at 
her ability and created a position for her. Even in a pandemic year, teamwork, 
perseverance, and innovation prevailed resulting in 100% employment. 

Aryn has always had a plan to work after graduation. She prepared herself 
through the Community Based Learning program at her high school. Aryn 

worked at Blount Memorial Hospital in the laundry and cafe, and at Second 
Harvest labeling and sorting items. She has also worked at Special Growers 
gardening and at Karm sorting items. During her last year of high school, she 
enrolled in the Project SEARCH Program. She rotated throughout the cafe and 
determined that the only place she did not want to work was in a dish room. 
The Project SEARCH Team has assisted Aryn in finding her ideal job at Arconic. 
Her job entails filing, labeling, packaging, and assisting with room sanitation. 
Aryn has her own office and she is currently working 16 hours per week. Aryn 
loves her job and her co-workers, as she is developing new peer relationships 
in the community through her work site. Aryn plans to be working at Arconic for 
a long time.
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EXPANDING
PROJECT SEARCH ... CONTINUED

State Internships

For students at universities and postsecondary programs, internships have always 
been a valuable step in developing new skills, networking, and exploring different areas 
of work. Through the COVID-19 pandemic, Tennessee continued to offer internship 
opportunities for students. Agencies like the DIDD, TennCare, and the Council on 
Developmental Disabilities continued to host interns through the challenges of the 
pandemic. Interns had to adapt to all virtual environments to continue their work in 
gaining experience that will set them up for future employment opportunities. 

DIDD
DIDD has partnered with the Lipscomb IDEAL program since the spring of 2018 to 
host an intern each semester within its communications division. Out of the seven 
interns that have worked at the department, each of them brought different skills 
sets and talents to the table. During the Fall 2020 semester, Riley Hoag joined the 
communications team with an interest in video creation and social media skill 
building. During her time at DIDD, she drafted social media content for DIDD’s 
platforms, gathered news content on the department and happenings for people with 
disabilities nationwide. She also created a video on her internship and experience as 
a student in the Lipscomb IDEAL program that was shared on the department’s social 
media. The following semester, in Spring 2021, Preston Batts worked with DIDD’s 
web designer to develop forms and build tables for the website, and research news 
articles. For his final project, Preston designed a web page to highlight each intern 
and their work at DIDD over previous semesters. Both Preston and Riley graduated 
from the Lipscomb IDEAL program in May 2021. Each intern has made tremendous 
contributions to support the communications team’s objectives while developing 
additional skills that can support their path to a career they desire. 

Supports Goal Four in the Employment First Strategic Plan

Growing internship opportunities within state government is a high priority
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TennCare
TennCare kicked off their new internship program in spring of 2021. The Vanderbilt 
Next Steps intern worked alongside the TennCare and Long-Term Services and 
Supports (LTSS) communications teams helping bring newsletters and other 
communications materials to life. They were responsible for crafting articles for 
newsletters, developing content for social media posts, and assisted in drafting the 
LTSS success story published in summer 2021. The internship was a successful and 
meaningful experience. TennCare looks forward to hosting and working with future 
students.

Council on Developmental Disabilities
Lydia Young joined the Council for a paid internship during Summer 2021. Lydia 
has been assigned a special project to research and host a new video blog for self-
advocates and families about important disability issues and programs that will 
premiere on the council’s Facebook and Twitter page. The vlog will be called, “What’s 
the Word? A Policy Vlog from the TN Council on Developmental Disabilities.” 

Additionally, Adelicia Company, a videography company the council is working with, 
has contracted Corbin Pierce to do the editing work on the vlog. Corbin graduated 
from Next Steps at Vanderbilt this past May. The council’s communication team is 
pleased to be able to tap the skills of young adults with disabilities both in front of 
and behind the camera.

Career Exploration Program
Gov. Bill Lee’s office and three partner state agencies kicked off a pilot, rotating 
internship program in Spring 2020 called the Career Exploration program. The 
program was designed to provide each student with the opportunity to hone their 
work skills, identify their interests, and contribute to our workplaces while serving 
Tennessee taxpayers. Several postsecondary students spent three weeks at each 
internship location before switching to the other sites. Unfortunately, the pilot 
program was paused in early March 2020 when the COVID-19 pandemic reached 
Tennessee. Participating agencies plan to resume an updated version of the program 
for Lipscomb IDEAL and Vanderbilt Next Step students in Fall 2021. This updated 
pilot will offer students a chance to learn about each agency and the tasks they will 
be working on before deciding on two internship rotations for the semester. This will 
allow students more time to explore their career interests and familiarize themselves 
with the jobs within each agency of their choice. From there, students may have the 
opportunity to move into other internships or employment within a department. 
The ultimate goal of this program is to increase the number of individuals with IDD 
employed within state government.
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Tennessee set a goal to be a “state as a model employer (SAME)” as part of the original 
Employment First strategic plan in 2013. More than 20 other states have adopted this 
model so that state governments can demonstrate commitment to hiring people with 
disabilities and how to do it. In other words, it is the way state government can “walk 
the walk” as they encourage the private sector to employ people with disabilities.

Tennessee State Government has made big strides to increase access to internship 
opportunities within a host of state agencies for persons with disabilities. But the 
goal to pass SAME legislation had not yet been realized -- until this year. 

In 2017, legislative and executive branch leaders from Tennessee participated in 
the Work Matters Task Force, creating a framework for workforce development in 
disability employment. In 2018, the TN General Assembly hosted an Ad Hoc Committee 
on Disability Services, asking DIDD and the Council on Developmental Disabilities to 
testify about the need for Tennessee to adopt a SAME initiative. In 2019, legislation 
was introduced and considered but did not pass because of COVID-19. But these 
efforts demonstrated there was interest and commitment among state leaders. At 
long last, in 2021, the TN General Assembly passed Public Chapter 575 creating a 
SAME initiative in the Tennessee Department of Human Resources.

This new law will require Tennessee’s Dept. of Human Resources (DOHR) to implement 
a State as a Model Employer program by doing the following:

1. Adopt rules, policies, and directives; 

2. Provide training and technical assistance regarding best, promising, and emerging 
policies, practices, and procedures; and 

3. Develop voluntary self-evaluation and other standard forms and templates for 
the submission and tracking of evaluation reports.

THE FUTURE OF EMPLOYMENT FIRST:   
STATE GOVERNMENT “WALKS THE WALK”

Passing SAME legislation has been a longtime goal of the Employment First 
Task Force

The passage of the legislation is a major step forward, but action steps to 
implement the program still remain

Work Matters Task Force 
Scan this QR code to visit the 
link mentioned above.

Public Chapter 575
Scan this QR code to visit the 

link mentioned above.



The initiative will apply broadly to all kinds of disabilities, defined using the 
same language as the Americans with Disabilities Act as “an impairment that 
substantially limits one (1) or more of the major life activities of the individual; a 
record of the impairment; or being regarded as having an impairment”. It took 
effect immediately after the Governor signed it on June 2, 2021. DOHR is hiring 
a full-time staff person to report to the Diversity and Equity Administrator. The 
DOHR team will work closely with the Governor’s Employment First Task Force.

SAME has been highlighted as a best practice for over 10 years by the National 
Governors Association (NGA), the Council on State Governments (CSG) and the 
National Conference on State Legislatures (NCSL). Bringing this designation to 
Tennessee State Government is the culmination of years of work, and this report 
will continue to document progress as the state proceeds to action. 

FINDING SUCCESS THROUGH  
PRE-EMPLOYMENT TRANSITION SERVICES

Kimberly became familiar with Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) while attending Sequatchie 
County High School. She started out by participating in Pre-Employment Transition Services 
where she learned she wanted to work in the healthcare field. In September of 2019, 
Kimberly began working with her VR counselor and discussing career options within the 
healthcare field. She shared with the VR Counselor that she originally wanted to be 
a nurse midwife. However, she has realized that she would prefer to have a wide 
variety of options in the medical field as a nurse assistant. 

Once she identified her career goal, Kimberly worked with her VR counselor to 
develop her individual plan for employment. On her plan, they identified all the 
services she would need to achieve her career goal of becoming a nurse assistant. 
She participated in pre-employment transition services like work readiness 
training where she learned interviewing skills, how to apply for a job, and how to 
make a good first impression. Also, she participated in postsecondary counseling 
and self-advocacy training. These trainings helped Kimberly learn about 
potential training sites for certified nurse assistants and learn to identify and 
communicate her strengths and weaknesses. Kimberly’s VR counselor provided 
counseling and guidance to assist her in transitioning into her dream job as a 
nurse assistant at a local healthcare facility that provided C.N.A. training. 

Kimberly is happy in her job as a nurse assistant where she helps with patients, 
collects laundry, and other tasks as needed. She stated that she enjoys helping 
others and assisting when she can. We are so happy Kimberly was able to find her 
dream job as a nurse assistant in her community!
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TRANSITION TN: 
MEETING THE NEEDS OF EDUCATORS, 
STUDENTS AND FAMILIES

As the COVID pandemic forced many agencies to adapt in-person services to a virtual 
world, there was one area that was already ahead of the game: Transition TN.

Developed in 2017, Transition TN is an online portal that helps educate teachers, 
Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) counselors, students and families about transitioning 
out of a school environment into a job or post-secondary opportunity. In 2019, 
Transition TN expanded to include Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) as 
well. 

This tool proved to be critical in continuing service delivery during the pandemic. As VR 
continued to navigate the unprecedented times that a global pandemic brought upon 
the country, it worked diligently to develop and deliver guidance to local education 
agencies and community rehabilitation provider partners on how to continue to 
provide high-quality Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) through the unique 
circumstances. This effort resulted in the development of a nationally recognized Best 
Practice Guide developed in partnership with experts from the Vanderbilt Kennedy 
Center and Transition TN. This guide provided general strategies, techniques, tips, 
and resources for providing Pre-ETS in a virtual setting. Due to the work of the Pre-
ETS team to promote and provide resources for the continuation of Pre-ETS services 
in a virtual setting, the number of Pre-ETS providers approved to provide services 
virtually grew from fewer than 30 in July to 80 by January 2021. The Pre-ETS team 
continues to promote the use of virtual Pre-ETS delivery and features new resources 
through Transition TN. For example, in February 2021, Transition TN, in collaboration 
with the VR Pre-ETS team, pushed out a new course for providers titled “Strategies 
for Effective Instruction” on TransitionTN.org. The lessons in the course included: 
Collaborating with Teachers, Choosing a Curriculum, Connecting with Students and 
Managing Learning Environments, and Virtual Instruction. 

Most recently in April, new student courses were developed and highlighted on the 
Benefits of Going to Work, Types of Postsecondary Education, and Career Pathways 
and Goals. A new provider course on Job Exploration Counseling was also released.

In addition, the portal continues to add content. The student website, created and 
launched over the last year, now includes 12 lessons for students with disabilities to 
learn about going to work or continuing their education. Registration has surpassed 
10,000 with a significant increase in users over the past year.

Supports Goal Five in the Employment First Strategic Plan

Transition TN continues to expand its content and audience to support 
transitioning from school to work
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While challenged by the pandemic, the state’s six inclusive higher education institutions 
continued their work. These programs found new innovative ways to arrange internships 
virtually and engage their students through the pandemic, and many students were able 
to complete their certificates. The Tennessee Alliance for Inclusive Higher Education 
continued to meet virtually to move the work forward, and ETSU received a five-year 
grant to expand its program from a pilot of two students to an incoming class of 14. 
These programs have extraordinary success with preparing students for employment 
and increasing their independence. In addition to continuing to support more programs 
at four-year institutions, the Alliance continues to partner with community colleges 
interested in starting inclusive higher education programs. 

While there is growing demand to increase access to these programs, increased funding 
to provide expansion opportunities has been a challenge for many. Oftentimes these 
programs are funded through tuition and program fees, which means that funding can 
be limited. And, even with Step Up Scholarships, there have been challenges for some 
families to cover housing and associated costs for potential students. 

Enter Tennessee Believes. 

DIDD asked for and was granted $500,000 to launch the Tennessee Believes Initiative. 
In partnership with the Tennessee Higher Education Commission, the program will 
provide grant funding to universities, community colleges and other post-secondary 
institutions to expand access and opportunities for students with disabilities. Because 
of the diversity of the different programs, the goal is not to prescribe uses, rather to 
ensure the grants are adequate to meet the defined needs of existing programs or 
provide funding to kickstart new programs across the state. 

DIDD plans to release the application in the third quarter of 2021, with funding awarded 
in the first quarter of 2022.

THE FUTURE OF EMPLOYMENT FIRST:   
INCREASING POST-SECONDARY OPPORTUNITIES

Supports Goal Five of the Employment First Strategic Plan

Increasing access and affordability to post-secondary opportunities is an 
identified barrier
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THE FUTURE OF EMPLOYMENT FIRST:   
CHALLENGES, BARRIERS AND LESSONS LEARNED

As we emerge from one of the most challenging times in our nation’s history, Tennessee 
is well-positioned to keep leading the way in its Employment First efforts. While the past 
year and half has demonstrated how fragile success can be, it has also shown the resilience 
of people with disabilities and the Employment First partners to continue to move their 
goals forward. This has taken sweat, tears, innovation, resolve and technology. It has also 
highlighted areas of continued focus as the economy returns to pre-pandemic levels. 

CHALLENGES:
Having to pivot to a remote work environment during the pandemic often left people 
with disabilities behind. Much work training pre-COVID was hands-on, work-based 
learning, typically held on the job site. Computer and technical skills have not been a big 
area of focus in the past. Though some employees will return to the office, others will 
continue to work from home, and the task force seeks to empower people supported to 
feel confident in pursuing remote work opportunities. 

There are many businesses that are seeing extreme workforce shortages, yet the 
recovery has been uneven for people with disabilities. It’s important to continue to 
engage businesses about the value people with disabilities can bring to the job to ensure 
they are not left out of the conversation. 

BARRIERS:
Accessible transportation continues to be a major barrier for people to achieve 
employment. While the state has allocated resources and attention to the issue, there is 
still much work to be done.

LESSONS LEARNED:
The pandemic has shown many people what is possible using technology and virtual 
settings. This includes the increased opportunity to support people on the job and in their 
communities using enabling technology, but also how virtual engagement can continue 
to be an option going forward for people who may have transportation or mobility issues. 

WHAT’S NEXT:
The Employment First Task Force finalized its new strategic plan in July 2021, which 
will continue to move the work forward of closing the gap for people with disabilities 
and ensuring those who want to work have the opportunity to find post-secondary 
opportunities, jobs and career paths that help them live a rewarding and fulfilling life. 
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EMPLOYMENT FIRST  
NEW STRATEGIC PLAN GOALS

SERVICE ALIGNMENT
Align service delivery systems and strengthen coordination at all levels for a seamless 
customer experience.

TECHNOLOGY & INNOVATION
Improve access to technology and enable its use to expand employment options.

EMPLOYERS
Increase the number of employers who value and hire people with disabilities.

COMMUNITY AWARENESS
Build awareness and shared commitment to Employment First for all Tennesseans.

STUDENT TRANSITION
Prepare students for employment and post-secondary success.



APPENDICES
 A  EXECUTIVE ORDER NO. 28 

 B  EMPLOYMENT FIRST TASK FORCE MEMBERS

 C  EMPLOYMENT FIRST WORKGROUPS



AN ORDER ESTABLISHING THE TENNESSEE EMPLOYMENT FIRST INITIATIVE TO EXPAND  
COMMUNITY EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR TENNESSEANS WITH DISABILITIES

 WHEREAS, Tennesseans with disabilities, including those with intellectual and developmental disabilities, mental illnesses 
and substance abuse disorders and other disabilities, disproportionately experience high levels of unemployment, underemploy-
ment, and dependence upon publicly funded programs; and

 WHEREAS, my Administration is committed to supporting the Employment First Initiative establishing competitive and 
integrated employment, where work is performed in a typical work setting for a competitive wage.

 NOW, THEREFORE, I, Bill Haslam, Governor of the State of Tennessee, by virtue of the power and authority vested in me 
by the Tennessee Constitution and the laws of Tennessee, do hereby order and direct the following:

1.  State agencies coordinate efforts to increase opportunities for integrated and competitive employment for Tennesseans 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities, mental illnesses, substance abuse disorders and other disabilities.

2. The Tennessee Department of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities convene an Employment First Taskforce (“Task-
force”).

3. The Taskforce shall consist of representatives from the agencies administering disability services, family members of persons 
receiving employment services, vocational rehabilitation, workforce services and education, as well as consumer advocates and 
third party disability service providers.

STATE OF TENNESSEE

E X E C U T I V E   O R D E R
BY THE GOVERNOR

No. 28

a. Identify state agency policies and procedures that create barriers and disincentives for employment of people with 
disabilities and develop recommendations to reduce or eliminate those barriers and disincentives to better meet the 
needs of individuals who desire employment;

b. Identify best practices, effective partnerships, sources of available federal funds and opportunities for shared services 
among existing state agencies to increase integrated and competitive employment opportunities for Tennesseans with 
disabilities;

c. Review and consider the recommendations of the Office of Disability and Employment Policy (ODEP) to increase op-
portunities for integrated and competitive employment for Tennesseans with disabilities.

d. Develop training on disability employment for state agencies, provider agencies, individuals being supported and 
their families in order to raise awareness of effective strategies for achieving integrated and competitive employment 
outcomes.

5. The Taskforce shall convene for its initial meeting on or before August 1, 2013. Thereafter, the Taskforce shall meet quarterly 
and provide an annual progress report to the Governor.

4. This Taskforce shall:

IN WITNESS WHEREOF, I have subscribed my signature and caused the Great Seal of the State of Tennessee to be  
affixed this 19th day of June, 2013.

GOVERNOR

APPENDIX - A



EMPLOYMENT FIRST TASK FORCE MEMBERS

APPENDIX - B

EXECUTIVE LEADERSHIP TEAM
Jordan Allen, 
Deputy Commissioner of Program Operations, Department of 
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

Carrie Brna, 
Director of Employment Innovation and Day Services, Department of 
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

Elise McMillan, 
Co-Director, Vanderbilt Kennedy Center for Excellence in  
Developmental Disabilities

Wanda Willis, 
Executive Director, Council on Developmental Disabilities

Mandy Johnson, 
Assistant Commissioner of the Division of Rehabilitation Services, 
Department of Human Services

MEMBERS
Loria Hubbard, Interim Executive Director, The Arc Tennessee

Heidi Haines, Executive Director, The Arc Tennessee

Stephanie Connell Cowherd, Associate Director, University of Tennessee- 
Center for Literacy, Education and Employment

Doria Panvini, Parent Advocate

William McMillan, Self Advocate

Lauren Pearcy, Director of Public Policy, Council on Developmental 
Disabilities

Dwayne Webb, Director of Day & Employment, St. John’s Community 
Services

Pam Hollingsworth, Employment Services Director, Progress Inc.

Robert Nicholas, Coordinator, Project SEARCH Knoxville

Erik Carter, Professor, Vanderbilt University and Vanderbilt Kennedy 
Center

Cara Kumari, Assistant Commissioner of Communications and External 
Affairs, Department of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

Krystyne Brown, Deputy Director of Communications and External 
Affairs, Department of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

Nakeisha Ricks, Director of Workforce Services, Department of Labor and 
Workforce Development 

Alison Gauld, Low Incidence and Autism Coordinator, Department of 
Education

Blake Shearer, Transition Director, Division of Rehabilitation Services, 
Department of Human Services 

Jeff Fladen, Executive Director, NAMI Tennessee

Matt Brown, Director of Employment and Community First CHOICES, 
Division of TennCare 

Kelly Kuhns, Employment Director, Employment and Community First 
CHOICES, Division of TennCare

Lisa Primm, Executive Director, Disability Rights Tennessee

Matthew Parriott, Director of Communication, Department of Mental 
Health and Substance Abuse Services

Janet Shouse, Disability Employment Specialist, TennesseeWorks

Ruth Brock, Program Supervisor, Supported Employment, Department of 
Human Services

Cristi Blalock, Employment Services Coordinator, Frontier Health

Clancey Hopper, Self Advocate

Ann Thompson, Director of Workforce Development, Department of 
Economic and Community Development

Stephanie Potter, Employment Specialist, Amerigroup

Tiffany Kelley, Sensory Director, Department of Human Services

Julie Johnson, Vocational Rehabilitation Services, Department of Human 
Services

Jacqueline Johnson, Section Chief, Children and Youth with Special 
Health Care Needs, Department of Health

Ellyn Wilbur, Executive Director, Tennessee Association of Mental Health 
Organizations

Jessica Awsumb, Research Associate, Vanderbilt University

Rachael Jenkins, Research Associate, Vanderbilt University

Mark Liverman, Director of Wellness and Employment, Department of 
Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services

Nichole Phillips, Statewide IPS Trainer/Supervisor

Tiffanie Whitaker, Statewide IPS Trainer

Sebby Edwards, Statewide IPS Trainer

Carla Garrett, Youth Grant Program Manager, Department of Labor & 
Workforce Development

John Camperlino, Employment Specialist, United Healthcare Corporation

Naveh Eldar, Employment Specialist, BlueCare

Tina Jones, Employment Specialist, Amerigroup

Kendra Mitchell, Program Director, Department of Health

Bruce Keisling, Executive Director, UT Center on Developmental 
Disabilities

Martina Stump, Transition Services Director, Department of Education



EMPLOYMENT FIRST WORKGROUPS

AGENCIES &  
POLICYMAKERS 
• Jordan Allen
• Carrie Brna
• Elise McMillan 
• Lauren Pearcy 
• Wanda Willis 
• Lisa Primm 
• Alison Gauld 
• Martina Stump
• Julie Jones
• Blake Shearer 
• Ruth Brock 
• Nakeisha Ricks 
• Mandy Johnson
• Kelly Kuhns
• Carla Garrett
• Kendra Mitchell
• Mark Liverman
• Erik Carter
• Jessica Awsumb

PROVIDERS &  
COMMUNITY PARTNERS
• Ashley Sanders
• Brandy Hudson
• John Camperlino
• Carol Lloyd
• Denise Atwater
• David Scott
• Donna Goodaker
• Dwayne Webb
• Ebony Cole
• Naveh Eldar
• Freeman Forrest
• Gena Shearon
• Jennifer Wang
• Jerry Carmack
• Keith Hauth
• Tammy LaPoint O’Brien
• Lee Brown
• Michael Barbour
• Pam Hollingsworth
• Stephanie Potter
• Scott Kramer
• Stephanie Cowherd
• Sheila Moore
• Kiley Stokes
• Susan Hutchison
• Tim Robbins
• Tim Ryerson
• Tom Woodard
• Trish Farmer
• Bob Nicholas
• Troy Allen

COMMUNICATIONS 
WORKGROUP
• Rachael Jenkins
• Devin Curtis
• Emma Shouse
• Matthew Parriott
• Cara Kumari
• Devin Stone
• Courtney Evans Taylor
• Janet Shouse
• Frank Meeuwis
• Krystyne Brown
• Sky Arnold

MENTAL HEALTH
WORKGROUP
• Bruce Davis
• Carrie Hobbs Guiden
• Lisa Primm
• Jeffery Stovall 
• Ruth Brock
• Jeff Fladen
• Matt Yancey
• Cristi Blalock
• Naveh Eldar
• Mark Liverman
• Ellyn Wilbur
• Nichole Phillips
• Tom Starling
• Cassie Belter
• Christopher Morant
• Melanie Randolph
• Doria Panvini
• George Hunter
• Grayce Gadson
• Andrew Molnar
• Sebby Edwards
• Tiffanie Whitaker
• Kelly Kuhns
• Rob Cotterman
• Amy Rader
• Loria Hubbard
• Heidi Haines
• Jewell Minnich
• Kimberly Black
• Harold Sloves
• Michael Myszka
• Paula Knisley
• Tariq Smith
• Elliot Pinsly
• Janet Shouse
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TRANSPORTATION 
WORKGROUP
• Lauren Pearcy
• Steve Petty
• Matthew J. Brown
• Kelly J. Kuhns
• Harold Sloves 
• Carrie Brna 
• Milton 

Neuenschwander 
• Sandra Wise 
• Robin Wilmoth
• Sally Pitt
• Leslie Meehan
• Shannon Velasquez
• Emily Duchac
• James.Aaron Brown
• Jeannette Bloomfield
• Ryan Jolley
• ??? Maltempo 
• Jason Spain 
• Billy Higgins 
• ??? am, Tanesha 
• ??? Simmons, Tanesha 
• Keita Cole 
• Aaron Bradley
• Tracy Armstrong
• Kathy Whitaker 
• Criss Grant
• Holly Williams 
• Joe Evans 
• Shelley Hale 

• Julie Jones 
• Kim Daugherty 
• A. Perry 
• Garrett Harper 
• Sara Fowler 
• M. Lacewell 
• Kristen Scuderi
• Sean Pfalzer
• Daniel Capparella
• Shea Northfield 
• Anna Emerson
• Carson Roach
• Raven Hernandez 
• Debbie Gazzaway
• Heidi Haines
• Ashley Coulter
• Billy Worsham 
• Brian Keller
• Linda Brown
• Megan Hart
• Waverly Ann Harris 
• Carolyn Naifeh 
• Emily Lanchak 
• Laura Berry 
• James Rogers 
• Carrie Hobbs Guiden
• Gregory Hutchins II
• Krista Bright 
• Susie Bourque 

FAMILIES & YOUTH
• Alecia Talbott
• Alice L. Bowen
• Ashley Coulter
• Babs Tierno
• Carol Rabideau
• Carolyn Naifeh
• Carrie Hobbs Guiden
• Clancey Hopper
• Danna Conn
• Doria Panvini
• Emma Shouse
• Janet Shouse
• Kara Adams
• Karen Mevis

• Karen Harrison
• Katherine Moore
• Laura Tumminello
• Lynn Howe
• Marsha Elliott
• Mark Liverman
• Mike Helms
• Nancy Kennedy
• Phyllis Brunson
• Sharon Bottorff
• Tonya Bowman
• Susan Bryant
• Jenness Roth
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