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Creating Work-Based Learning 
Programs for Deaf Youth

Key Considerations

Partnering with Employers Pre-Enrollment Activities

Program Structure Evaluation

Introduction
Work-based learning opportunities are “supervised program(s) 
sponsored by an education or training organization that links 
knowledge gained at the work site with a planned program 
of study.”1 Work-based learning programs have a shared goal 
of building skills and experiences to help students reach 
their employment goals. These work-based programs benefit 
all students, including deaf2 students. When developing or 
strengthening an existing work-based learning program for deaf 
students, consider the following areas of focus.
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Partnering With Employers
• Develop partnerships with employers, as collaboration is a 

critical component to all work-based learning programs.
• Engage with a variety of employers to allow students 

access to a range of work-based learning experiences.1

• Offer site-wide training to partners to cover expectations 
and provide an introduction to working with deaf students.

• Collaborate with vocational rehabilitation agencies to 
develop on-the-job training opportunities.

• Educate businesses to understand the benefits of participating in work-based learning 
programs, including financial incentives from vocational rehabilitation agencies and the 
federal government to assess, train, and hire students with disabilities.3

• Collaborate with agencies, community rehabilitation partners, and intermediaries who have 
current relationships with individual businesses to reduce the amount of time and effort to 
place students in work-based learning programs. Doing so also reduces the time needed to 
design curricula and assess student and employer experiences.4, 5, 6, 7

Pre-Enrollment Activities
• Integrate self-advocacy training into your student 

onboarding process.
• Provide assessments for students to self-identify interests 

and strengths.
• Determine the level of support needed for each student’s 

placement.
• Provide training on the purpose of work-based and 

experiential learning for students and partners.
• Host a meet-and-greet or transition fair and provide 

activities that encourage students and partners to discuss expectations and placement 
responsibilities.

• Host orientations for the students, the business, and other stakeholders involved in the 
process.
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Program Structure
• Develop plans with learning goals that fit individual youth 

with specific outcomes connected to their learning.1 
• Clearly define roles and responsibilities for students, 

employer contacts, school contacts, and support staff.1

• Provide academic, social, and administrative support for 
students and employers.1

• Match students with employers through a career 
interest survey for students and a needs assessment for 
employers.1

• Design the program to balance the time students spend 
learning in school and at the employer site. The ideal 
balance depends on the industry, student needs, and amount of time professionals have to 
dedicate to the program.8 

• Provide accessible work-based learning opportunities by engaging with the student and 
employer to ensure that the needs of students are met using things like auxiliary aids, 
services, and supports.9

• Provide opportunities for students to reflect on their experiences and meet with trusted 
mentors to discuss challenges, barriers, and future opportunities.

• Provide accessibility and cultural sensitivity education training about deaf students for 
supervisors and employers. 

Evaluation
• Track specific learning goals and progress toward those 

goals.
• Track the number of community partners and the number 

of placements from year to year. 
• Collect data by surveying students and employers about 

their work-based learning experiences. 
• Collect field stories of student experiences for qualitative 

data. 
• Create an ongoing dialogue with all stakeholders to 

improve practices.
• Identify what you are measuring by examining program goals (e.g., outcomes, behaviors, 

relationships).
• Decide how to collect data (e.g., surveys, interviews, focus groups). Consider data collection 

approaches that are most accessible for a range of deaf youth.
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