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Thank you, Senator Fahy and Senator Ramos for holding this joint public hearing on how 
disability services and workforce systems support people with disabilities to obtain and 
maintain Competitive Integrated Employment (CIE).  
 
I serve as the CEO of AHRC Nassau, Brookville Center for Children’s Services, and Citizens 
Options Unlimited supporting more than 4,000 Long Islanders with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities and their families.  
 
I have worked in this sector for over 35 years, and I can say we are still circling many of the 
same questions. The difference now is we’ve seen what works. When government partners 
with advocates and providers, systems change and so do expectations. I saw this firsthand 
when sustained attention and funding led to fivefold national growth1 in integrated 
employment between 1988 and 2002. 
 
We must regain that momentum. People with IDD remain underemployed, despite 
protections under the Americans with Disabilities Act and the integration mandate 
established by Olmstead v. L.C. In 2023, approximately 19% of New Yorkers supported by 
the state’s disabilities system contributed to integrated settings by working or preparing for 
employment.2 We can do better. 
 
To earn a paycheck is to contribute to New York State. It strengthens independence3 and 
demonstrates equality. It shows people with developmental disabilities giving back to the 
community and paying taxes like everyone else. 
 
Barriers certainly remain, from “low expectations ” to “transportation, definitions of 
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employment models, and lack of training on the business world.4” 
 
Yet, research continually shows disability inclusion can boost revenue, net income, and 
economic profit.5 With these outcomes, New York-based employers may be interested in 
this untapped workforce but lack clear pathways, training, support, or accommodations to 
see a compelling business case. 
 
To fully meet the promise of New York as an Employment First State6, increased 
partnership, alignment, and investment is needed across state agencies.  
 
Supported employment must ensure people who have long relied on site-based services 
have employment as a prioritized outcome under home- and community-based services. 
 
OPWDD must also reimburse employment services7 on par with day services and other 
supports. At a time of rising costs and funding uncertainty, providers face challenges, 
shifting staff supports, and cost centers. These barriers should be removed and 
employment outcomes incentivized within an Employment First system.    
 
Kyle Thompson’s life shows us what’s possible. He has received services since he was four 
years old and attended a day habilitation program until recently. With AHRC Nassau’s 
supported employment program, Kyle is now employed two days a week as a farm hand at 
Wheatley Farms & Arts Center, where he is passionate about animal care. 
 
Kyle’s goal is to live independently. However, like many people with disabilities, increasing 
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hours could risk services due to income-restrictive Supplemental Security Income. 
 
New Yorkers with lifelong disabilities should not have to choose between supports and 
increased independence. Our service structures should support both. 
 
We also know that earlier pathways matter. If young people are not connected to 
employment shortly after turning 22, the likelihood of achieving competitive employment 
declines significantly over time. 
 
This is why New York should expand employer partnerships with 853 special education 
schools, invest in internships and training programs, and consider a statewide registry that 
connects employers with ready and supported talent. 
 
Research shows people with an employment goal in their service plan are 4.5 times more 
likely to gain competitive employment.8 We should be setting these expectations earlier 
during Transition Services then reinforcing them across systems. 
 
The sector must also share case studies. Continued partnership is needed among state 
agencies to bring attention to successful pilot programs. Nearly four years ago, AHRC 
Nassau opened Wheatley Farms & Arts Center, demonstrating how an inclusive social 
enterprise can create jobs and opportunities for more than 1,000 visitors. We would 
welcome the opportunity to share key learnings and hear from other providers. In this way, 
we can also show employers collective outcomes alongside resources such as tax credits 
and other incentives. 
 
Another meaningful pathway to new jobs remains the Preferred Source Program, facilitated 
by the New York State Industries for the Disabled (NYSID) for 102 member organizations, 
including AHRC Nassau. Bringing attention to the importance of this program with state 
actors and sharing the positive outcomes of member agencies remains an important 
opportunity.  
 
While challenges remain, there are more opportunities for stronger alignment, employer 
onboarding, and sustained investments, especially as it relates to the inclusion of people 
with disabilities who were formerly incarcerated.  
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I urge elected officials considering these reforms, self-advocates, my colleagues in the 
field, and members of the business community to ensure this is the moment when the 
urgency of these needs is fully recognized and finally resolved.   

Thank you for addressing this critical matter and AHRC Nassau remains available as a 
partner in creating solutions that last.   

 
 

 


