
My son Kyle is 29 years old. He has Down syndrome. It was 
always the goal for him to be included in school from the time 
he started preschool. It took a great deal of advocacy on our 
part to make this happen. The early years, although difficult, 
were more successful than junior high and high school. At that 
point, it seemed easier to focus on his finishing school and 
utilizing waiver services to help Kyle be more independent. 
High school for Kyle in a segregated setting was not bad, just 
less inclusive than what I had envisioned for him in the early 
years. We sort of went through the motions with respect to 
transition. We visited worksites that were entirely segregated. I can't say I totally understood his 
options at this point. At the time, it looked as if the sheltered environment would be good for Kyle. 
I don't recall receiving much information regarding employment in an integrated setting. I'm really not 
sure if it didn't happen or if I just didn't get it. Either way, Kyle settled into work at subminimum wage. 
He enjoyed work and was doing fairly well. From my perspective, he had something that felt 
meaningful and he was paid well, albeit at at subminimum wage. He also used city transportation 
(door to door). This continued for about five years. 

In 2013, while serving on the Iowa Developmental Disabilities Council, I began to learn more about 
integrated employment and became active in the Iowa Coalition for Integration and Employment. I 
began listening to webinars on employment and attending conferences. With much guidance from 
members of the coalition we started to explore employment for Kyle. We began the process with Iowa 
Vocational Rehabilitation. During this process, Kyle was offered employment from a friend who was 
managing a local pizza franchise from a national chain. Kyle had worked with this person before, 
helping out informally at a small bar/restaurant cleaning tables and performing other small tasks 
during the summer. 

With the assistance of Vocational Rehabilitation and supported employment services funded through 
the waiver, Kyle remains competitively employed. However, we find ourselves once again in transition 
as we are starting the process of backing off on job coaching. It was frightening at first, but it is getting 
better. My fears have continued to diminish through discussions with service providers and other 
families. Looking back at the whole process, I have to acknowledge that I was a bit of a barrier to 
assisting Kyle to become employed in an integrated setting. The sheltered workshop had become 
comfortable for all of us. Kyle enjoyed what he was doing, and I was also content that he had a place 
to go every day. I was not knowledgeable about the true options or how to start the process of 
transitioning to competitive, integrated employment. In addition to being a valued employee, Kyle is 
also seen as a motivator at work by his supervisors and coworkers. Kyle and I have become advocates 
for competitive integrated employment and share our experiences to help others make the transition 
from sheltered work at subminimum wage to competitive integrated community-based employment.
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“Looking back, I have to acknowledge that I was a bit of a barrier to assisting 
Kyle to become employed in an integrated setting. I was not knowledgeable 

about the true options or how to start the process of transitioning to 
competitive, integrated employment.”
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