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Systems of Work 

! Introduction to community work 
! Definition of community work 
! Why are these experiences important? 
! What do we see as the benefits? 
! What makes an experience successful? 
! What is a student really doing at a work 

site?  
" Is there more to work than the job task? 

 



Community, Connections, Confidence 

!  Establishing oneself as part of a community outside 
school or home 

!  Making connections with people and causes 

!  Expanding one’s personal network of employer 
references and relationships 

!  Gaining confidence from trying new things, meeting 
new people, asking questions and learning about 
one’s strengths and challenges in a professional 
setting 

!  Ownership over one’s experience 



Building Experience 

 
 

Using your resume as a tool 
of self-awareness and a 

celebration of ability 



Building Experience 



What is community work? 

!  Community work means working amongst 
community members towards a collective goal: 
!  Students digitize patient records at a medical office to assist 

the office in a transition from paper to software storage 

!  Students clean exhibits at a children’s museum to keep the 
visitors safe and healthy 

!  Students socialize animals at a farm so they can be used with 
school groups 

!  Students pick up donations at local pet stores and sort them 
at a non-profit that helps low-income people keep their pets 
during hard times 



What is community work? 

!  Community work programs that are part of a child’s 
education can be: 
!  Internships 

!  Paid work experiences 

!  Internships that lead to paid work experiences 
!  Short term 

!  Long term 

!  One hour a week or full days 5 days per week, depending on 
the program 



Related Experiences 

!  Job shadowing 
!  Occupational interviews 
!  Career exploration 
!  Job fairs 
!  Mock job interviews/real job interviews 
!  Entrepreneurial pursuits 
!  Career awareness class: how to look and act 

professionally, how to search for a job, how to get a job, 
how to keep a job 

!  One time volunteer opportunities 
!  Fundraising 



Project Bridges Model 

!  Upper school students participate in a work session 1-2 
times per week between 1.5 and 2 hours per session, rest 
of their week is dedicated to academics, therapies, 
specials 

!  Students work in pairs with a job coach 
!  Students work at one work site each school year 
!  About 40 students participate in the program each school 

year 
!  Students also work at school 
!  We offer Community Work Program in the summer: 5 

weeks of work every school day 



Project Bridges Partners 

!  We have over 25 community partners, including: 
! TJ Maxx Bedford (20+ years) 
! Home Goods Bedford (20+ years) 
! Lahey Lexington Medical Offices (15 years) 
! Cambridge Public Library (15 years) 
! Xerox Corporation, Lincoln (15 years) 
! deCordova Sculpture Park and Museum (10+ years) 
! Waltham Police Department (10+ years) 
! Sancta Maria Nursing Facility, Cambridge (10+ years) 
! Drumlin Farm, Lincoln (3 years) 
! Lincoln Public Library (3 years) 

 



Examples 

!  Student is responsible for set up of table settings at local 
nursing home 
!  She arrives at 10 a.m. after spending an hour at school 
!  She collects a basket of creamers from the kitchen staff and refills the 

cream containers at each of the 17 tables 
!  She returns and asks for a basket of sugars and refills the sugar 

packets at each table 
!  She takes a 15 minute break at 11:00 
!  She returns to work at 11:15 and folds enough napkins for each table 

setting 
!  When the napkins are folded, she sets them at each place setting while 

other workers are putting out plates, salad dishes, silverware, 
beverage pitchers 

!  At 12:00, the student reports to her supervisor what she did and what 
she was not able to complete and heads back to school  



Examples 

!  A pair of students work on Tuesday afternoons at the 
YMCA. 
!  The pair works after lunch. They meet their job coach in the work 

office at 1:00.  
!  They go over the “Are you Ready for Work?” checklist which includes 

supplies and appearance 
!  The students travel to the worksite and arrive by 1:15. 
!  They greet their co-workers and ask “What do you need help with 

today?” 
!  The students work on folding towels and assembly of membership 

packets. They learn these two skills hands-on. 
!  They ask for more work when they run out of papers. They ask for 

more towels when they run out of towels. 
!  They find a professional way to tell their supervisor when they need to 

leave early due to a medical concern.  



How is community work beneficial to your child? 

!  Students can learn new things at any work site 
(skills and experience) 

!  Students can meet new people at any work site 
(references and networking) 

!  Students can learn about different jobs at any 
work site (career exploration) 

!  Students can learn about their strengths and 
challenges at any work site (self-awareness) 



How is community work beneficial to your child? 

!  Build your resume 

!  Show dedication 

!  Advocate for new tasks when appropriate 

!  Interact professionally  

!  Use strategies for emotional regulation/ build up your 
work stamina 

!  Time management 

!  Problem solving 



Examples  

!  A pair of students works tagging shoes at TJ Maxx. 

!  One student engages in 10 minutes of small talk with 
a co-worker before beginning work. 

!  The job coach addresses the situation and the 
student reports that she didn’t know how to politely 
end the conversation. 

!  The job coach and student brainstorm ways to 
handle the situation next time. 



Why is community work important?  

!  Community work provides a unique experience for 
many skills to come together in one environment 
and/or situation. 

!  Goals from all different areas come into play at work. 
Students need to access skills and strategies across 
goal areas to be successful at work. 

!  Community work is an opportunity for students to 
enhance community engagement and make 
connections with new people. 



Physical Therapy 

!  Otherwise known as: 
!  Learning about one’s physical needs in a work setting 

"  Should I sit or stand? How long can I comfortably work 
for?  

!  Mobility  

!  Accessing a new or unfamiliar environment: making the 
environment work for you 

!  Accessing an environment with challenges or barriers 

!  Using your time in PT to train your body to help you 
accomplish more at work 

!  Safe travelling in the community and in the workplace 



Occupational Therapy 

!  Otherwise known as: 
!  Using your abilities to compete a task in a way that works 

best for you 

!  Exploring tools and accommodations that work for you 

!  Using skills and strategies one has learned at school on the 
job 



Speech and Language/Communication 

!  What are my modes of communication? 
!  What are my challenges around communication? 
!  How will these be the same or different at work? 

"  Will unfamiliar people understand me without my communication 
device? 

!  How do I communicate clearly and efficiently with 
my supervisor?  

" Full sentences, loud voice, repeat if necessary 

!  What kinds of communication do I need at work? 
" Listening, following directions, asking for clarification, small 

talk 



Social Skills 

!  Is the way I interact with people different at work 
than at other places? 

!  Formal approach to learning about the 
differences 

!  Greetings at work vs. greetings with friends or 
family members 

!  Conversation topics at work vs. conversations at 
home or with friends 



Behavior/Emotional Regulation 

!  Otherwise known as: 
!  Work stamina 

!  Employing strategies at school more independently in the 
workplace 

!  Asking for breaks 
!  Learning about the appropriate kinds of breaks and how 

long they might last 



Literacy   

!  Otherwise known as reading on the job: 
!  Entrance/exits 

!  Directories 
!  Written directions, checklists 

!  Employee Handbooks 



Mathematics 

!  Using math skills to complete job tasks such as: 
!  Inventory of office supplies to be delivered 

!  Counting pudding cups in a kitchen 
!  Estimating: How much more do we need? Some? A few? A 

lot?  



Self-Determination 

Project Bridges Job Fair asks students to represent job and job areas as well as 
think about future interests.  



Self-Determination 

Six Things to Say and Do at Work Curriculum: 
Greeting/ Eye Contact, Short Polite Conversation, Ask for Work, Ask for More 

Work, Ask for Help, Closing/Good-bye, Reflection 
 
 



What are some questions to explore as your child 
participates in community work? 

!  What does it mean to make a “good impression?” 

!  What kind of clothing is appropriate for this work 
site? 

!  What are the different jobs I am observing at this 
work site? 

!  How are my social interactions at work different 
than my interactions at school and home? 



What are some questions to explore as your child 
participates in community work? 

!  Where are the opportunities for increased 
independence at work? 

!  How is my current experience connected to my 
future plans? 

!  What am I learning about myself? 
!  What am I learning about the kinds of jobs that are 

available? 

!  How much help is too much? 



What is collaboration? 

Collaboration is a shared set of values 
and goals between the school and 

workplace 



What does collaboration look like? 

!  Drumlin Farm and Cotting School 
!  Students access the farm for both academic/science-based 

purposes and vocational purposes on a regular basis 

!  The farm actively recruits people with disabilities to provide 
feedback on accessibility 

!  The farm has applied for and received numerous grants to 
advance people with disabilities connecting with nature 
preservation 

!  The farm staff actively works to include people with 
disabilities in programming and seeks the contributions of this 
population to create, adjust and advance programming  



How do we include students in the collaborative process? 

!  Regular reflection and check-ins 

!  Include students in goal creation 

!  Make students accountable for their goals 

!  Provide real world experiences: job fairs, job 
shadowing, guest speakers 

!  Ask for feedback from students 

!  Respect the vision of the student 

!  Advocate for the student  

!  Help the student advocate for him or herself 



Job seeking strategies 

What are my experiences? 

Who are my connections? 

What am I interested in doing? 

What are small steps I can take to get to a big goal? 



Marketing vs. Matching 

 

 

Marketing oneself based on skills and experiences vs. 

matching oneself based on the “big picture” of a 
workplace 








