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California Independent Living Centers Provide Year-Round Training Services and Assistance for Employment Opportunities 
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SACRAMENTO, CA — For National Disability Employment Awareness Month, the California State Independent Living Council (SILC) is paying tribute to the independent living centers (ILCs) in the state that offer ongoing training programs and services to increase employment opportunities for people living with disabilities. With more than 1.9 million working-age Californians with disabilities, SILC recognizes the role and accomplishments of ILCs in assisting individuals toward viable employment and contributing to the economic health and vitality of California. 
“As far as ILCs are concerned, ‘every’ month is focused on increasing the skills and employment opportunities for people living disabilities,” said Elsa Quezada, SILC’s Chair. “By working in partnership with numerous employers in California’s communities, ILCs facilitate skill enhancement for individuals and employers tohelp facilitate the independence of individuals living with disabilities.”

The United States Department of Labor's Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) (www.dol.gov/odep) coined this year’s theme for Employment Disability Month as "A Strong Workforce is an Inclusive Workforce: What Can YOU Do?"When filing the 2011-2013 State Plan for Independent Living (SPIL),SILC made sure it “did something,” that is,includedemployment-related objectives with associated funding in the Plan. “We thought it was critical to include defined actions relative to employment,as well as associated funding, in the SPIL,” said Liz Pazdral, SILC Executive Director. 
One such program is offered by the ILC in Fresno, Resources for Independence Central Valley (RICV).The RICV staff is providing technical assistance to other ILCs within California to help them implement employment programs. For those ILCs interested in starting such a program, seed money is available for start-up costs.
Additionally, RICV offers two programs, Access to Hire and Creative Careers.  Access to Hire, funded by a grant from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, is a consortium of job development professionals that provides a wide range of services and resources to streamline the hiring process and maximize the workforce for employers.  Creative Careers provides development services for individuals with disabilities.

Although people with disabilities make excellent employees, developing a strong, inclusive workforce requires an understanding of how best to recruit, retain and promote employees with disabilities. To assist employers, the ODEP created a Four Step-Reference Guide, including sections on Understanding the Business Case; Creating an Inclusive Culture; Recruiting and Hiring; and Retaining and Advancing Employees, which includes links to resources for employers.Additionally, the California Health Incentives Improvement Project, with which SILC partners, offers a vast array of tools for job seekers, employers and service providers at www.talentknowsnolimits.info/. 
Creating employment opportunities for young people with disabilities also is necessary. According to the National Collaborative on Workforce and Disability NCWD, http://www.ncwd-youth.info,this is one of the key guideposts to successfully transition young people to adulthood. “Career preparation and work-based learning experiences are essential for youth to form and develop aspirations and make informed choices about careers. These experiences require collaborations with other organizations.”
The Marin Center for Independent Living (MCIL) recently celebratedDisability Employment Awareness Month by co-hosting an event with the Marin County Board of Supervisors that included a panel on building an inclusive workforce.  MCIL has had excellent success in mentoring and preparing youth for employment. The Center provides office employment internship opportunities where interns work on numerous projects at various venues, including elementary schools and community colleges. 
“Providing youth with disabilities a real-time work experience is crucial to their long-term success and independence,” said Eli Gelardin,Executive Directorof MCIL. “Partnering with local organizations to identify projects and funding for various youth activities creates a win-win where young people with disabilities have mentoring and leadership experiences and awareness is created in the workplace.” 
Designed to promote awareness and encourage positive employment outcomes for people with disabilities, National Disability Employment Awareness Month is rooted in what was originally declared in 1945 as the National Employment and Physically Handicapped Week duringthe first week in October. The name changed over time to include more people and, in 1988, the week was expanded to the full month of October.For a directory of independent living centers, visithttp://www.calsilc.org/independent_living_centers.html
###

The California State Independent Living Council is an independent state agency which, in cooperation with the California State Department of Rehabilitation, prepares and monitors the State Plan for Independent Living. SILC solicits continual public feedback on the effectiveness of independent living services and coordinates with similar agencies and councils at the state and federal levels to increase communication and help assure that services to people with disabilities are delivered effectively.
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