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Committing New York to be an Employment First State to Increase 
Competitive Integrated Employment for New Yorkers with Disabilities 
was signed on September 30, 2024 by Governor Kathy Hochul.



Employment First:  A National Movement

• Employment First is a national systems change framework centered on the premise that all 
individuals, including those with the most significant disabilities, are capable of full 
participation in Competitive Integrated Employment (CIE) and community life 
(https://www.dol.gov/agencies/odep/initiatives/employment-first). 

• In practice, this means that competitive integrated employment is considered as the 
first option and preferred outcome in the planning and the delivery of services and 
supports to New Yorkers with disabilities who are of working age;

• This includes an acknowledgement that our services system has not historically been good 
at prioritizing or understanding the benefits of employment, and, in fact, is often a big part of 
the problem! 
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What does Employment First (E1st) Really Mean?

People with disabilities seeking services or financial needs-based 
assistance will be presented with employment services and 
opportunities as the first option.

Since employment is the preferred outcome for people with 
disabilities, vocational services should be included in the 
planning and delivery of services. 



What are E0 40’s Key Components?

• The Governor’s Chief Disability Office (CDO) is leading E1st related activities and initiatives and is establishing an 
E1st Team.  The E1st Director is Andy Sink. 

• New York State agencies will adopt Employment First Principles and develop an implementation plan to incorporate 
these principles into service delivery and practice.

• The CDO will establish an E1st Steering Committee comprised of agencies with a primary responsibility of providing 
direct service or financial needs-based assistance and two additional groups: a State Advisory and a 
Stakeholder/Community Advisory Group. 

• Existing collaborations and initiatives will be incorporated into E1st activities wherever possible: MISCC 
Employment Subcommittee; EO 31 State as Model Employer (SAME).

• Each primary state agency shall evaluate current practices and prepare an E1st Implementation Plan by January 
31,2026 designed to remove barriers and adopt practices, procedures, or rules to ensure that competitive integrated 
employment is considered as the first option and preferred outcome in the planning and the delivery of services. 



Adopt E1st and Create Implementation Plan 
Employment is considered as the first option

10 Critical Areas for

OPWDD

To Increase

Competitive Integrated 
Employment

Incentivize Vocational and 
Employment  Reimbursement

Increase the number of 
providers offering the full 

continuum/array of services

Through E1st ensure other 
agencies refer to OPWDD 

services

Through training and 
regulatory reform 

transform service delivery14C – Continue work to 
transition people to 

competitive employment 

Through E1st support 
Employer Engagement 
and increase Provider 

Expertise

Increase staff 
awareness of Mental 

Health challenges

Timely service approval 
and provision for students 

and people already in 
services

Create a data system that measures 
movement of people into CIE



OPWDD Employment, Vocational and Day Service Provider 
Work Group

• Updated SEMP and Pathway Regulations

• Compiling recommendations for Day Habilitation Flexibilities

• Safety net to try vocational and employment services
• Day Habilitation models that teach basic life skills and maximize independence
• Waiver and regulatory changes

• Assuring employment is considered as the first option when planning and delivering services

• Informing OPWDD of provider ideas and recommendations

• Formed multiple subcommittees of providers to work on Pathway form and Day Habilitation Staff Training



ARRAY/CONTINUUM of Employment and Vocational Services

Day Habilitation, 
(Other)

Community 
Prevoc

Pathway to 
Employment

ACCES-VR
Adult Career and 

Continuing Education 
Services – Vocational 

Rehabilitation

ETP - Employment
Training Program 

Supported 
Employment

Individuals may enroll in 
any service without prior 

enrollment in other 
services if that best serves 

their needs.



Day Habilitation

Allowable Services
• Mobility Training
• Developing appropriate Social Behaviors
• Communication Skills
• Basic Safety Skills
• Personal Care Skills
• Money Management

These services support the learning and development of skills for a more independent life 
along the employment journey.



Volunteer Work

Volunteer work involves performing tasks and activities, developing transferable skills and 
contributing to society.

• Activities and Responsibilities
• Skill Development
•  Resume Building
• Career Exploration
• Community and Social Connections
• Sense of Purpose and Community Contribution



Success is a Journey
Not a Destination

~~~
Enjoy the process, embrace the challenges 
& celebrate every milestone along the way



Importance of the Continuum

• Certified Day Settings are integral to the continuum especially for 
individuals with personal care, nursing and/or behavioral needs

• Individuals must have options along the continuum to ensure person 
centered services



What could Facilitate Movement on the Continuum?

• Infusing technology to enhance learning environments and access to 
information in day programs

• Create opportunities for exploring work culture through all programs on 
the continuum 

• Focus on skill development across all programs
• Leadership skills- Co-lead groups or activities with staff
• Communication skills-Self Advocacy groups/meetings



What could Facilitate Movement on the Continuum?

• Enhanced staff training on skill development across the continuum 

• Challenge ourselves to develop strategies that facilitate movement from 
day to employment

• System flexibilities (i.e. hourly day hab)

• Increased collaboration on Transition planning

• Enhanced eligibility assistance



Barriers to Movement on the Continuum

• Quantity and quality of staff

• Availability of service provider in all services across the continuum (Is 
reimbursement sufficient?)

• Transportation especially if accessible transportation required



Barriers to Movement on the Continuum

• Benefit disincentives

• Families need for dependable care

• Families safety concerns

• Job Market/Employer Bias
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