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Centers for independent living (CILs) and vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies offer 
transition services that many youth with disabilities could benefit from, but little is 
known about the existence of and potential for collaborations between these agencies. In 
this study, we examined data from VR agencies to assess their relationships with CILs 
involving transition-age youth at the national and state levels, focusing on two types of 
collaborations: referrals from CILs to VR agencies and VR youth’s use of CIL services. 
Although many CILs and VR agencies do work together, their relationships vary, and 
these collaborations reflect only a small fraction of VR youth who are transition age. 
Further, for each collaboration type, the VR youth involved in these collaborations differ 
from other people who apply for or use VR services in terms of their characteristics and 
service use patterns. The findings point to opportunities for greater collaboration 
between CILs and VR agencies. They also indicate a need for more research to 
understand the optimal formats and contexts for such collaborations and the criteria for 
effectively promoting them at the person and agency levels. 

Centers for independent living (CILs) and state voca
tional rehabilitation (VR) agencies have opportunities to 
collaborate on joint service provision for transition-age 
youth with disabilities. Additionally, in light of extant racial 
and ethnic disparities in services and transition outcomes 
among youth with disabilities (McFarland et al., 2016; 
Shogren & Shaw, 2017; Thoma et al., 2016), such collabora
tions could be a powerful tool in mitigating such inequities. 
VR agencies offer services related to helping people with 
disabilities obtain or maintain employment, including ser
vices to support youth transitioning from school to adult
hood. CILs operate in communities to offer a range of in
dependent living services to individuals with disabilities 
and their families. Transition-age youth with disabilities 
can benefit from the valuable and complimentary services 
of CILs and VR agencies. Collaborations between CILs and 
VR agencies might be particularly important to support the 
transitions of youth with disabilities from racial and ethnic 
minority backgrounds, who often disproportionately face 
additional barriers. VR agencies and CILs can play comple
mentary roles in supporting transitions, and coordination 
between the two can ensure that resources are leveraged ef
fectively to meet youth’s needs. 

This study employs publicly available data from the Re
habilitation Services Administration’s Case Service Reports 
(RSA-911) for all VR agencies to examine the relationships 
between CILs and VR agencies at the national and state lev
els regarding transition-age youth (youth and young adults 
ages 14 to 24). We focus on two types of collaborations: re
ferrals from CILs to VR agencies, and VR youth’s use of CIL 
services that are comparable to those from the VR agency. 
The RSA-911 records document the referrals that VR agen
cies receive from CILs, including youth characteristics and 
the types of VR services they used. They also contain in
formation on some of the services VR youth use from CILs, 
though the data are incomplete. As such, this source pro
vides a partial view of the collaborations between CILs and 
VR agencies on their joint work for transition-age youth 
with disabilities. This study is part of a broader research 
project funded by the National Institute on Disability, In
dependent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR) 
to promote the outcomes of transition-age youth with dis
abilities from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds who 
use CIL services. The project’s other activities include sur
veying CILs on practices, and pilot testing services that en
courage recruitment of and service delivery for this popula
tion. 
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Transition Outcomes of Youth with Disabilities       

Youth with disabilities have poorer employment and ed
ucation outcomes than their peers without disabilities, on 
average. Among young adults (those ages 18 to 24) with 
disabilities in the U.S. in 2019, 76% had acquired a high 
school diploma, 27% had enrolled in college, and 27% 
worked (Cheng & Shaewitz, 2021). For young adults with
out disabilities, these rates were 88%, 43%, and 43%, re
spectively. These gaps in education can limit later earnings 
into adulthood (McFarland et al., 2017). For example, peo
ple who achieve certain milestones before age 30—high 
school completion, working full-time for a year, or mar
riage—are more likely to avoid poverty after age 30 (Inanc 
et al., 2021). Thus, youth with disabilities who encounter 
challenges in their education attainment and employment 
opportunities early on may face a lifetime of decreased 
earnings, increased poverty, and dependence on benefits. 
Youth who are neither working nor in school represent 

6% of the U.S. population ages 16 to 24 (Fernandes-Alcan
tara, 2015, 2020). This group of disconnected youth is dis
proportionately female and from racial and ethnic minor
ity backgrounds, has lower levels of educational attainment 
and higher rates of poverty, and has parents with lower 
employment rates and educational attainment. About one-
third of disconnected youth reported not working because 
of a disability, many of whom received Supplemental Secu
rity Income or Medicare. 

Role of CILs in the Transition Process of Youth          
with Disabilities   

To empower people with disabilities to live indepen
dently, over 400 community-based CILs offer a variety of 
programs to promote independent living (National Council 
on Independent Living, n.d.). A key attribute of CILs is their 
consumer focus: people with disabilities lead and direct the 
centers. At the federal level, the Administration for Com
munity Living (ACL) oversees CILs and provided over $90 
million in total awards to 284 CILs in 2019 (Administration 
for Community Living [ACL], 2020). Not all CILs receive fed
eral funding; some rely on state funding only. In addition 
to federal or state funding, CILs can obtain funding from 
other sources, such as through reimbursements from VR 
agencies for services provision. In 2020, about 236,000 peo
ple used services through federally funded CILs, of whom 
20,000 were ages 5 to 19 and 14,000 were ages 20 to 24 
(ACL, 2023). In addition, of the 351 federally funded CILs, 
308 reported at least one youth using youth transition ser
vices in 2020 (ACL, 2023). 
To receive federal funding, CILs must offer five core ser

vices, though they may offer additional ones. The core ser
vices include (1) information and referral, (2) independent 
living skills training, (3) peer counseling, (4) individual and 
system advocacy, and (5) services that promote transition 
to the community from institutions, assist those at risk of 
entering institutions, and encourage youth’s transition to 
adulthood (ACL, 2022). The Workforce Innovation and Op
portunity Act of 2014 (WIOA) added the latter item to the 
centers’ required services. For the services involving youth 

transition, WIOA specifies a unique population: youth with 
significant disabilities who received secondary school ser
vices under an individual education program and com
pleted or otherwise had left school. In addition to these 
required services, CILs may offer other services such as 
counseling, therapy, and personal assistance. 
As required by WIOA, CILs offer youth-specific services 

to youth with significant disabilities to address the tran
sition to adulthood after they leave secondary schools. In 
a 2020 survey of federally funded CILs, all offered services 
to this population (Harrison et al., 2022). Though WIOA 
emphasized one specific group of youth with disabilities, 
youth were a focus of CILs before WIOA, with self-deter
mination activities cited as a key avenue for CILs to offer 
services to youth (Weymeyer & Gragoudas, 2004). CILs’ 
services to the broader youth population include goal set
ting, skill-building training for independent living, self-ad
vocacy, information and assistance, and referrals for trans
portation. 
Despite CIL staff members’ awareness of the need to pri

oritize offering services to youth, few CILs engage in part
nerships with local education agencies or broader state-
level collaborations around transition (Plotner et al., 2017). 
CILs can fill gaps in the transition service environment 
by contributing independent living and other peer-specific 
services (including community connections) that other 
transition providers, such as secondary schools and VR 
agencies, do not offer (Hammond et al., 2018). 

Role of VR Agencies in the Transition Process for          
Youth with Disabilities    

VR agencies offer employment-related services to people 
with disabilities under the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. 
These services assist people to “prepare for and engage in 
competitive integrated employment consistent with their 
unique strengths, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabili
ties, interests, and informed choice” (RSA, 2020, p. 5). Each 
state, along with the District of Columbia and the U.S. ter
ritories, has at least one agency, and some have two. Those 
with two agencies have one agency that offers services only 
to people who are blind or visually impaired and another 
that offers services to all other people with disabilities. 
The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) oversees 
the funding for each VR agency, sets policies, and moni
tors agency outcomes. Most funding for VR agencies comes 
from the federal government (79%), with the remainder 
provided by states (RSA, 2020). 
Services for youth with disabilities have become a higher 

focus for VR agencies in recent years. Though VR agencies 
have typically served this population, VR agencies began 
offering pre-employment transition services because of 
WIOA to all students with disabilities, including potentially 
eligible students with disabilities (those enrolled in sec
ondary or postsecondary education institutions) before 
those students applied for services. WIOA requires at least 
15% of an agency’s federal funding be allocated to these 
services (U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 
2018). WIOA also emphasized VR agencies’ place in the 
state workforce system and increased their focus on col
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laborations with state and local organizations, including 
secondary education institutions. Among people who ap
plied to, were determined eligible for, and received VR ser
vices under an individualized plan for employment (IPE), 
the proportion who were transition-age youth (those who 
were age 14 to 24) increased from about one-third of VR 
agencies’ caseloads before WIOA to about half after WIOA. 
Furthermore, additional youth used pre-employment tran
sition services as potentially eligible students (RSA, 2020). 
In program year (PY) 2020, over 811,000 people had an IPE 
and used VR services, of whom around 419,000 were under 
age 25 (RSA, 2021). 
Though all VR agencies offer the same broad set of ser

vices, their populations, policies, and outcomes vary (Tay
lor et al., 2021; Yin et al., 2021). These differences present 
opportunities to learn which types of agencies have more 
(or less) of a specific practice or outcome, and to identify 
opportunities to introduce or build up such practices. 

Potential for CIL–VR Agency Collaborations in       
the Transition Process    

Though WIOA made significant changes in the transition 
policy and practices for both CILs and VR agencies, the Act 
also emphasized increased collaboration among organiza
tions more broadly. Both institutions might benefit from 
increased collaborations at the state and local levels to pro
mote and coordinate services for transition-age youth, and 
potentially address the challenges that they and their fam
ilies face with transition. CILs, for example, could refer 
youth using their services to VR agencies for accessing em
ployment services, thereby furthering the youth’s postsec
ondary success. VR agencies, in turn, could refer youth to 
or contract for independent living services from CILs. Rel
evant CIL services can include goal setting, self-advocacy, 
partnering with families, and connecting youth with vari
ous providers and organizations to support their indepen
dent living goals (Plotner et al., 2017). VR and CIL services 
can play complementary and reinforcing roles: stable, paid 
employment can facilitate independent living and, at the 
same time, CIL services such as peer counseling and in
dividual and systems advocacy can help youth obtain and 
maintain employment. 
Interagency collaborations or partnerships are a best 

practice for VR agencies in general (Boeltzig-Brown et al., 
2017; Fleming et al., 2013) and for transition-age youth 
specifically (Awsumb et al., 2020). Though interagency col
laborations around youth transition often focus on rela
tionships with secondary education institutions, a review of 
a sample of 10 WIOA State Plans suggested that VR agen
cies can and do coordinate with CILs on youth services 
(Taylor et al., 2021). Such relationships might be particu
larly important for youth who are no longer in school, a 
group for whom school-based collaborations would not es
tablish meaningful supports and services. 

Research Questions   

This study explores the potential for CIL and VR agency 
collaborations in providing services to transition-age 

youth, focusing on two types of collaboration: (a) referrals 
of transition-age youth from CILs to VR agencies and (b) 
CIL service use among transition-age youth who apply for 
VR services. We examined the following four research ques
tions: 

Methods  
Data and Sample    

From RSA, we obtained a public use file of the annual 
RSA-911 case service report for PY2019. The RSA-911 
records contain detailed information on individuals’ char
acteristics at the time of their VR application and (for those 
with an IPE) service use during the program year. The 
records contain information for everyone who applied for 
VR services, used VR services, or exited from VR during 
the program year, as well as some persons who exited be
fore the program year but for whom the VR agency contin
ued to report outcomes after exit. Our data included 77 VR 
agencies, which cover all 50 states, the District of Colum
bia, and the territories of Guam, the Northern Marianas Is
lands, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. 
We restricted the sample in two ways. First, we focused 

on transition-age youth (interchangeably referred to as 
youth throughout), or people who were ages 14 to 24 at 
the time they applied to the VR agency. Second, we ex
cluded youth who had never applied for VR services. This 
restriction resulted in excluding youth who only used pre-
employment transition services as students and did not ap
ply to VR. We imposed this restriction because administra
tive records on non-applicants lack key information that is 
usually collected during the application (such as sex, im
pairment type, employment status at application, and re
ferral source), which we needed for our analyses of CIL–VR 
collaborations. Additionally, the files RSA shares with re
searchers do not contain dates of birth, so we did not have 
access to the ages of students in this group. Because our 
sample is limited to youth who applied to VR and excludes 
non-applications, our findings might not generalize to all 
transition-age youth who use VR services. This criterion 
also resulted in our retaining youth who had applied but 
had not yet received services or who exited from the VR 
agency before obtaining an IPE in PY2019. These restric
tions resulted in a sample of 570,781 youth who either ap
plied for VR or used VR services during PY2019 (whether 
or not they exited during PY2019). We refer to this group 
as “VR youth.” Though these data may be influenced by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, we found similar results in the 
PY2017 and PY2018 data. 

1. How common are collaborations between CILs and 
VR agencies? 

2. What are the referral patterns from CILs to VR agen
cies for transition-age youth with disabilities? 

3. What are the characteristics of transition-age youth 
referred by CILs to VR agencies, and what VR services 
did they use? 

4. To what extent do VR youth use CIL services, and 
what are the characteristics of youth who do so? 
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Measures  

Our analysis examined the following four types of mea
sures from the RSA-911 records: 

Characteristics at Application    

When people apply for VR services, they provide infor
mation on their sex, age, race and ethnicity, impairment 
type, education, living arrangements, primary source of fi
nancial support, employment status (at the time they cre
ate their IPE), barriers to employment, and whether they 
are a student with a disability. 

CIL Referrals   

VR agency staff collect information about the individual, 
agency, or other entity that referred the applicant to the 
VR agency, of which CILs are one possible source. Referral 
source is missing for 2,560 of the more than 500,000 youth 
in our analysis sample. 

Types of VR Services Used      

VR agencies offer various services related to a person’s 
employment goals as identified in their IPE. The RSA-911 
records identify which services a person used during the 
program year. We assessed four types of commonly used 
services: pre-employment transition services, employment 
services, training services, and other services. Pre-employ
ment transition services, which can only be used by stu
dents with disabilities, include counseling on enrollment 
opportunities, instruction in self-advocacy, job exploration 
counseling, work-based learning experiences, and work
place readiness training. These services can also be used by 
students before they apply for VR services. We document 
employment or career services as job placement, job search 
assistance, short-term job supports, supported employ
ment, and all other career services. The five training ser
vices include any college (a combination of junior or com
munity, four-year, and graduate college or university 
training), disability-related skills, job readiness, on-the-
job, and all other training services. Finally, we examined 
other services, which covers any other services VR agencies 
offer, such as assessment, benefits counseling, diagnosis 
and treatment of impairments, maintenance, transporta
tion, rehabilitation technology, VR counseling and guid
ance, and other services not otherwise captured in the 
above categories. 

CIL Service Use    

The RSA-911 records contain additional information on 
the service provider. People can use VR services in one of 
three ways: (a) directly from VR agency staff; (b) from a 
provider, with services purchased by the VR agency on be
half of the person; or (c) from a “comparable services and 
benefits provider,” with services paid for by that provider. 
The RSA-911 records identify comparable services and ben
efits providers for services from another public or private 
agency, institution, or provider not paid for by the VR 

agency. VR agency staff can list up to three provider codes 
for each service; “Public CIL” is one of 23 possible codes. 
We identify CIL service use based on the use of the Public 
CIL code for a comparable services and benefits providers. 
A key limitation of the RSA-911 records—and therefore 

our measures of CIL service use—is that they do not enable 
us to identify a CIL as a provider of purchased services. For 
purchased services, the RSA-911 records have four codes to 
identify the type of provider from which services were pur
chased: public community rehabilitation program, private 
community rehabilitation program, public service provider, 
and other private service provider. VR agencies may have 
contracted with CILs to provide specific services to a person 
through a purchasing arrangement, but the data do not 
contain sufficient detail to identify a CIL as a provider of 
purchased services. Thus, our measures of CIL service use 
may underestimate the services that people use from CILs 
under an IPE because they can only capture services that 
are used from CILs as comparable services and benefits 
providers. 
Another limitation is that we only observe services that 

fall under the VR agency’s domain, which is a limited set 
of services that pertain to employment goals. CILs offer 
many services, only some of which relate to employment. 
Many CIL services (for example, psychological counseling, 
self-advocacy, and peer support) cannot be captured in the 
RSA-911 data. Thus, our analysis may overlook some ser
vices youth use from CILs that do not fall under the domain 
of the VR agency. 

Analysis Methods   

We rely largely on descriptive statistics for the popula
tion of VR youth (ages 14 to 24) and adults (ages 25 and 
higher) in PY2019. These statistics include the number, 
percentage, and mean for CIL referrals, CIL service use as 
a provider of comparable services and benefits, the types of 
VR services used, and individual characteristics at applica
tion for various youth. 
We calculated statistics on CIL referrals and VR service 

use at both the national and state VR agency levels. We cal
culated the number and share of VR agencies’ CIL refer
rals, and we also assessed how that share compared to CIL 
referrals for adults and the differences across VR agencies. 
We divided the VR agencies into three types, based on how 
they are organized at the state level. A state can either have 
two VR agencies (a blind VR agency that offers services to 
people with visual impairments and a general VR agency 
that offers services to all other people) or one VR agency 
(a combined agency that offers services to all people). In 
PY2019, 34 states, territories, and the District of Columbia 
had a combined VR agency, and 22 states had both a gen
eral and a blind VR agency, for a total of 78 VR agencies (we 
did not have data on the VR agency for American Samoa). 
We also examined VR agency-level data on the number and 
share of youth who used comparable services from CILs. 
We conducted a descriptive analysis of data at the indi

vidual level. We identified and compared the characteristics 
of and the services used by youth who were and were not 
referred to VR agencies by CILs. We examined the types of 
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Table 1. Summary of Referral and Service Relationships Between CILs and VR Agencies            

VR 
agencies 
n (%) 

VR agencies whose youth used 
CIL services 

n (%) 

VR agencies whose youth did not use 
CIL services 

n (%) 

Total 77 
(100%) 

26 (34%) 51 (66%) 

Any youth referrals from CILsa 42 
(55%) 

15 (19%) 27 (35%) 

Any adult (but not youth) 
referrals from CILs 

12 
(16%) 

2 (3%) 10 (13%) 

No CIL referrals 23 
(30%) 

9 (12%) 14 (18%) 

Note. This table is based on data from PY2019 RSA-911 case service records on VR applicants ages 14–24 for whom information on referral source is available. 
a In the PY2019 data, all of the VR agencies that had any youth referrals from CILs also had at least one adult referral from CILs. 

VR services youth use from CILs, regardless of their referral 
status, and compared the characteristics of youth who did 
and did not use any services from CILs. 
We extended the descriptive analyses with bivariate or

dinary least squares regression models and t-tests to detect 
significant differences between groups of interest on their 
characteristics at application and use of VR services. Group 
comparisons included youth who were and were not re
ferred by CILs, non-Hispanic white and other youth, and 
youth who did or did not use CIL services. 
A Supplemental Appendix contains additional tables 

that support the results presented in this paper, including 
statistics by VR agency. 

Results  
How Common Are CIL–VR Collaborations?      

At the agency level, the intersection between CIL refer
rals to VR agencies and VR youth using CIL services pro
vides a high-level view of the relationships—or potential 
for relationships—between these two entities to support 
the transition of youth into adulthood. Table 1 summarizes 
the types of referral and service relationships between VR 
agencies and CILs, based on the PY2019 patterns detailed 
in later tables. 
More than half the VR agencies received at least one 

youth referral from a CIL, but several agencies never re
ceived any. Of the 77 VR agencies, 42 had at least one youth 
referral from a CIL (all of which also had adult referrals 
from a CIL), 12 had at least one adult referral from a CIL but 
not a youth referral, and 23 had no youth or adult referrals 
from a CIL. 
VR agencies do not commonly record CIL services de

livered to youth as comparable services and benefits 
providers. Only 26 VR agencies had at least one youth re
cipient who used such services, whereas the majority (n = 
51) did not. 
Fifteen VR agencies had both youth CIL referrals and 

youth who used CIL services. The relationships between 
the VR agency and CILs in these states may therefore be 
stronger than the 14 VR agencies that had no youth or adult 
CIL referrals and also had no youth using CIL services. Ad
ditionally, the nine VR agencies where youth used CIL ser

vices but did not receive any CIL referrals could build on 
those relationships to encourage referrals from CILs. 

What Are the Referral Patterns from CILs to VR          
Agencies for Youth with Disabilities?      

CILs refer very few youth to VR, either nationally or for 
any single VR agency. Nationally, 570,781 youth had ap
plied for or used VR services in PY2019. Of these, 568,221 
had a referral source, of whom CILs referred only 664 (about 
0.1%) (Figure 1). Among VR agencies with any youth CIL 
referrals, the number ranged from less than 10 youth (24 
agencies) to 142 youth (Illinois). Almost half (35) of VR 
agencies had no youth CIL referrals. The absence of youth 
referrals is particularly notable among blind VR agencies: 
of those 22 agencies, only three (Missouri, New York, and 
South Dakota) had any youth CIL referrals. VR agencies in 
highly populated states (such as California, Florida, Illinois, 
New York, and Pennsylvania) received the most CIL refer
rals. However, due to their large caseloads, these numbers 
might not always mean a higher share of youth referred 
by CILs. For example, the 15 youth CIL referrals for the 
Alaska VR agency represented 2.2% of its youth referrals, 
the largest share of any agency. In contrast, the 142 youth 
CIL referrals in Illinois represented 0.5% of that agency’s 
youth referrals. 
For comparison, we also examined the number of CIL re

ferrals for adults aged 25 or older (Supplemental Appendix 
Table A.1). In PY2019, VR agencies had 598,588 adults who 
had applied or used services, of whom 596,326 had a refer
ral source and 1,653 had a CIL as a referral source. Adults 
had a higher share of CIL referrals (0.3%) than did youth 
(0.1%). Many VR agencies had similar patterns of CIL re
ferrals for youth and adults. For example, all VR agencies 
with youth CIL referrals also received adult CIL referrals, 
and 23 VR agencies had neither youth nor adult CIL refer
rals. Notably, no agency had zero adult CIL referrals and at 
least one youth CIL referral. In addition, six of the 19 blind 
VR agencies that did not have youth CIL referrals did have 
adult CIL referrals. 
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Figure 1. VR Agencies Classified by Their Youth CIL Referrals         
Note. This figure is based on data from PY2019 RSA-911 case service records on 568,221 youth ages 14–24 who applied for VR and for whom information on referral source is avail
able. Number indicates the number of youth CIL referrals (for state VR agencies that had 10 or more youth CIL referrals). 

What Were the Characteristics of Youth Referred        
by CILs to VR Agencies, and What Services Did          
They Use?   

VR youth who were and were not referred by CILs had 
different characteristics at the time of their VR application. 
Compared with other youth, those referred by CILs were 
more likely to be older, White, employed at the time they 
signed their IPEs, reside in a community residential facility 
or group home, have a secondary school diploma or equiva
lent, and receive public support (such as Social Security Ad
ministration disability benefits) (Table 2). They were also 
less likely to be Hispanic or non-Hispanic Black, be a stu
dent with a disability, reside in a private residence, and rely 
on family and friends as a source of support. Finally, com
pared to other youth with VR cases, youth referred by CILs 
were more likely to have certain barriers to employment, 
such as being long-term unemployed, low-income, identi
fied as basic skills deficient or low levels of literacy, or cur
rently in foster care or having aged out of the foster care 
system. The one exception to this pattern is that they were 
less likely to be English language learners. In sensitivity 
tests, these results were robust to excluding VR agencies 
that did not have any youth referred by CILs (results not 
shown). 
As an alternative consideration, we examined referral 

patterns across subgroups of youth by race and ethnicity 
(Supplemental Appendix Table A.2). Compared to VR youth 
who were non-Hispanic White, VR youth from racial and 
ethnic minority backgrounds were less likely to have been 
referred by CILs (0.08% and 0.15%, respectively). In ad
dition, among VR youth from racial and ethnic minority 

backgrounds, those who were referred by CILs differed in 
characteristics from those who were not referred; however, 
these same differences also existed for White youth, which 
suggests that the main source of differences in character
istics was between CIL and non-CIL referrals, regardless of 
race and ethnicity. 
We examined 23 VR services in this analysis and found 

significant differences in the use between youth referred by 
CILs or by other sources for 13 of them. The most frequent 
services used by youth, no matter their referral source, were 
assessment, VR counseling and guidance, and job search 
assistance, and youth referred by CILs had higher rates 
of use for the latter two services than did youth referred 
by other sources (Table 4). In addition, youth referred by 
CILs were more likely to use other services, such as diag
nosis and treatment of impairments and benefits counsel
ing. Aside from job search assistance, referral source was 
not a defining difference in the use of most career services; 
the exception was the other employment service category, 
which more youth referred by CILs used. Among training 
services, youth referred by CILs also were more likely to 
use on-the-job training and disability-related skills train
ing; about 2% of youth from other referral sources used 
these services, whereas 8% to 9% of youth referred by CILs 
did. Youth referred by CILs were less likely to use college 
training services than their counterparts. Despite being less 
likely to be students than those from other referral sources, 
youth referred by CILs had higher use of four of the five pre-
employment transition services, which are typically only 
available to youth under age 22 (though this age limit can 
differ across states) who are currently enrolled in secondary 
or postsecondary education or another recognized educa
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Table 2. Characteristics of Youth Referred to VR Agencies by CILs and by Other Referral Sources (Percentage,                
Unless Otherwise Noted)    

Characteristic at application 
Youth referred 

by CILs 
Youth with all other referral 

sources Difference p-value 

Female 39.2 40.0 -0.8 .663 

Age at application (years) 19.4 18.3 1.1 .000*** 

Race and ethnicity 

Hispanic 13.4 23.2 -9.8 .000*** 

White non-Hispanic 67.1 52.7 14.4 .000*** 

Black non-Hispanic 12.5 18.5 -6.0 .000*** 

Other 7.0 5.6 1.4 .111 

Impairment type 

Sensory or communicative 8.0 9.1 -1.1 .322 

Physical 11.4 9.2 2.2 .055* 

Mental 79.5 80.8 -1.3 .419 

Student with a disability 22.3 53.2 -31.0 .000*** 

Highest educational level completed 

Less than secondary school diploma or 
equivalency 

51.4 59.2 -7.8 .000*** 

Secondary school diploma or 
equivalency 

40.1 32.7 7.3 .000*** 

Some postsecondary education 6.4 6.7 -0.4 .738 

At least an associate degree 2.2 1.3 0.8 .090* 

Living arrangement 

Private residence 87.8 96.5 -8.7 .000*** 

Community residential facility/group 
home 

8.9 1.5 7.4 .000*** 

All other arrangements 3.3 2.0 1.3 .016** 

Primary source of support 

Personal income 4.7 5.1 -0.4 .639 

Family and friends 63.0 75.9 -12.9 .000*** 

Public support 28.5 14.1 14.4 .000*** 

Other sources 3.8 4.8 -1.1 .200 

Employed at IPE 9.2 6.7 2.5 .017** 

Barriers to employment 

Long-term unemployed 41.1 37.4 3.7 .066* 

Currently in or aged out of foster care 7.1 4.5 2.6 .002*** 

Ex-offender 1.8 2.1 -0.3 .643 

Low income 48.8 41.1 7.6 .000*** 

English language learner 8.9 12.1 -3.2 .020** 

Basic skills deficient or low levels of 
literacy 

35.4 28.9 6.5 .001*** 

Single parent 3.2 2.4 0.8 .240 

Sample size 664 567,557 

Note. This table is based on data from PY2019 RSA-911 case service records on VR applicants ages 14–24 for whom information on referral source is available. 
*/**/*** Difference is significantly different from zero (p-value is less than .10/.05/.01) using a two-tailed t-test. 

tional program. Within the category of other services, we 
found a single difference between the groups: youth re
ferred from sources other than CILs had higher use of main
tenance, which offers monetary support to cover additional 
costs youth incur while receiving VR services, compared to 
those referred by CILs. 

To What Extent Do VR Youth Use CIL Services,          
and What Are the Characteristics of Youth Who         
Do So?   

About one-third (n = 26) of VR agencies had at least one 
youth who used any services from a CIL as a comparable 

An Assessment of Collaborations Between Centers for Independent Living and Vocational Rehabilitation A…

Rehabilitation Counselors and Educators Journal 7



Table 4. Services Used by Youth Referred to VR Agencies by CILs and by Other Referral Sources (Percentage,                 
Unless Otherwise Noted)    

Service 
Youth referred by 
CILs 

Youth with all other referral 
sources Difference p-value 

Pre-employment transition services 

Counseling on enrollment 
opportunities 

7.4 5.8 1.6 0.085* 

Instruction in self-advocacy 7.5 5.2 2.3 0.007*** 

Job exploration counseling 9.0 8.5 0.6 0.609 

Work-based learning experiences 9.2 5.7 3.5 0.000*** 

Workplace readiness training 8.3 6.2 2.0 0.029** 

Career services 

Job placement 9.9 11.3 -1.3 0.278 

Job search assistance 22.3 12.3 10.0 0.000*** 

Short-term job supports 5.3 4.6 0.7 0.400 

Supported employment services 5.1 4.2 1.0 0.219 

Other employment services 23.0 10.2 12.8 0.000*** 

Training services 

College training 6.0 10.5 -4.4 0.000*** 

Disability-related skills training 8.3 1.5 6.8 0.000*** 

Job readiness training 5.1 5.2 -0.1 0.894 

On the job training 9.2 2.1 7.1 0.000*** 

Other training 5.0 5.4 -0.4 0.641 

Other services 

Assessment 19.7 20.5 -0.8 0.619 

Benefits counseling 6.5 2.9 3.6 0.000*** 

Diagnosis and treatment of 
impairments 

9.2 7.3 1.9 0.061* 

Maintenance 3.9 6.5 -2.6 0.006*** 

Rehabilitation technology 4.1 2.9 1.1 0.084* 

Transportation 10.4 10.0 0.4 0.738 

VR counseling and guidance 59.5 51.0 8.5 0.000*** 

Other services 8.7 7.3 1.5 0.143 

Sample size 664 567,557 

Note. This table is based on data from PY2019 RSA-911 case service records on VR applicants ages 14–24 for whom information on referral source is available. 
*/**/*** Difference is significantly different from zero (p-value is less than .10/.05/.01) using a two-tailed t-test. 

services and benefits provider in PY2019. Their number (n 
= 851) represented 0.12% of all VR youth, a share that was 
higher than the 0.06% we observed for adults in that year 
(data not shown). The general VR agencies in Michigan and 
Minnesota reported the most youth using CIL services, with 
184 youth and 359 youth, respectively, comprising 64% of 
all such youth nationally (Figure 2). The remaining results 
thus primarily reflect the experiences of youth from these 
two agencies (Supplemental Appendix Table A.1). 
Among youth who used any services from a CIL, the two 

most common CIL services were workplace readiness train
ing (25%) and instruction in self-advocacy (20%) (Figure 
3). Since both are pre-employment transition services (and 
therefore typically only available to students with disabili
ties under age 22), these statistics underscore the roles of 
some CILs in helping young people with disabilities with 
career exploration and preparation for adult life. Other 

commonly used CIL services included benefits counseling 
(13%) and disability-related skills training (12%), which fall 
under the more traditional umbrella of CIL services. 
The characteristics of youth who used CIL services are 

consistent with their greater likelihood of using pre-em
ployment transition services (Supplemental Appendix 
Table A.3). Compared to those who did not use any CIL 
services, youth who used CIL services were younger (by 4 
months on average) and were more likely to be a student 
with a disability, non-Hispanic White, have not yet have 
obtained a secondary school diploma or equivalent, have a 
sensory or communicative impairment (rather than a men
tal disability), not be employed when they obtained an IPE, 
receive public support, and have certain barriers to employ
ment, such as long-term unemployment identified as ba
sic skills deficient or low levels of literacy. In sensitivity 
tests, these results were robust to excluding VR agencies 
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Figure 2. VR Agencies Classified by Whether Youth Used CIL Services          
Note. This figure is based on data from PY2019 RSA-911 case service records on 568,221 VR applicants ages 14–24 for whom information on referral source is available. Number indi
cates the number of youth who used CIL services. 

Figure 3. Types of CIL Services Used by Youth (Among Youth Who Used Services From CILs)               
Note. This figure is based on data from PY2019 RSA-911 case service records on 851 youth ages 14–24 who applied for VR and who were recorded as using services from a CIL as a 
“comparable services and benefits provider.” 

that did not have any VR youth using CIL services (results 
not shown). 
An interesting pattern emerged when we compared the 

characteristics of youth involved in the two types of CIL–VR 
interactions. Figure 4 shows a comparison of select charac

teristics that differed significantly between the two groups 
of youth. Compared to the 851 youth who used CIL services, 
the 664 youth referred by CILs were on average older (by 
about one year) and less likely to be a student with a dis
ability or reside in a private residence. Youth referred by 
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Figure 4. Select Characteristics of Youth Who Received Any CIL Services and Youth Who Were Referred by a CIL                  
Note. This figure is based on data from PY2019 RSA-911 case service records on youth ages 14–24 who applied for VR and: (i) were recorded as using services from a CIL as a “compa
rable services and benefits provider” (n = 851), and/or (ii) were referred by a CIL (n = 664). The two groups are not mutually exclusive. This figure only shows characteristics for which 
the differences between the two groups of youth are significant at p < 0.05. 

CILs were more likely to be Hispanic, have a physical dis
ability, have at least a secondary school education, receive 
public support, be employed when they obtained an IPE, 
and have low income, compared to youth using CIL ser
vices. A caveat to these comparisons is that the two groups 
of youth are not mutually exclusive, as the same young per
son could both be referred by a CIL to the VR agency and 
use CIL services. 

Discussion  

The findings of our study highlight the potential for 
more collaboration between CILs and VR agencies at the 
state and local levels. Of the 77 VR agencies examined, 42 
had at least one referral of a young person age 14 to 24 from 
a CIL, and the rest had none. We also found evidence that 
some VR youth use CIL services, and we expect that our 
estimates, if anything, underestimate the extent to which 
youth use CIL services. However, we also found significant 
variation in these relationships between CILs and VR agen
cies. On the one hand, some VR agencies had no observed 
connections with CILs, at least as identified by referrals and 
comparable services and benefits providers. On the other 
hand, a handful of agencies receive a non-trivial number 
of CIL referrals or have many youth using CIL services. In
terestingly, the one type of collaboration did not always 
correspond with the other: 38 agencies had either CIL–VR 
referrals or youth using CIL services, but not both. Taken 
together, these findings suggest that more could be done: 
CILs and VR agencies that have no connections could begin 
exploring them, while others that have some connections 

could consider building on them by including more youth, 
both types of collaborations, and additional services. 
Generally, CIL referrals make up a small share of all 

youth engaged with VR. Only one of the 77 VR agencies 
examined (Alaska) had enough CIL referrals to comprise at 
least 1% of the youth it served in PY2019. Several reasons 
could explain the low rates of referrals. In some states, VR 
agencies are in order of selection, such that they must limit 
and prioritize the youth they serve; in these cases, CILs 
might not bother referring youth or might selectively refer 
the youth most likely to benefit from employment services 
because they expect most youth have a low probability of 
accessing services. As of August 2021, 38 VR agencies op
erated under an order of selection (RSA, 2021). Lack of fol
low-through on CIL referrals or other negative experiences 
might dampen referrals if CILs do not see VR agencies as 
valuable partners or viable service providers. Alternatively, 
some CILs might offer similar employment-related services 
as VR agencies or rely on other providers for these services. 
If so, they might not perceive a need for VR agencies be
cause they view them as substitutes (or at least not as com
plementary). Finally, it might be that youth who use CILs 
have low demand for referrals to VR agencies. For exam
ple, many people connected with CILs might not be pur
suing employment or in need of employment services be
cause they are already working. Alternatively, they might 
have been connected to VR through their schools by the 
time they connect with a CIL. 
Compared to referrals, it was even less common for an 

agency to record youth using services from a CIL; of the 
77 VR agencies examined, only 26 had at least one young 
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VR recipient use CIL services as a comparable services and 
benefits provider in PY2019. Importantly, this is likely to 
be an underestimate because we cannot observe youth who 
used services that the VR agency purchased from a CIL, and 
VR agency staff might not be aware of all the services their 
clients use. Moreover, a recent survey of CILs identified that 
almost all received referrals from VR of out-of-school youth 
from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds (Harrison et 
al., 2022). Among youth who used any services from a CIL, 
the two most common CIL services were pre-employment 
transition services only available to students with disabil
ities. This pattern not only underscores the roles of some 
CILs in the youth transition environment but also suggests 
that CILs may support VR agencies with capacity issues 
in meeting their WIOA obligations to provide pre-employ
ment transition services to all eligible students. 
One notable pattern in our findings is that, compared to 

general or combined VR agencies, blind VR agencies appear 
to be particularly unlikely to receive CIL referrals. The rea
son for this is not known. It might reflect a difference in 
the composition of youth served by CILs versus VR agen
cies. Alternatively, youth who are blind might already use 
VR services before working with a CIL, or it could also be 
driven by CILs’ perceptions of the goals and needs of blind 
youth. 
What is the correct relationship between CILs and VR 

agencies? We do not know, and what the data can tell us is 
limited. CIL and VR services could potentially play comple
mentary and reinforcing roles in supporting youth’s transi
tion to adulthood. CIL services, such as peer counseling and 
individual and systems advocacy, could help make success
ful employment a reality for youth, and in turn, stable paid 
employment can facilitate independent living. However, at 
the state and local levels, there is potential for confusion 
of organization and staff roles and duplication or overlap 
of services. Moreover, youth and families may face over
lap among all of the transition-specific providers: the VR 
agency, CILs, secondary and postsecondary education in
stitutions, and other organizations. These issues point to 
an increased need for coordination among organizations to 
ensure efficiency and simplicity from the youth’s and fam
ilies’ perspectives, while effectively leveraging available re
sources to maximize benefits for the youth. 
Interestingly, the characteristics of youth who are in

volved in the two types of CIL–VR collaborations differ 
from each other (though notably, youth who are referred 
by CILs and those who use CIL services are not mutually 
exclusive). Unobserved youth-level factors could influence 
whether youth are referred by a CIL to a VR agency, such as 
their motivation for employment, and determine whether 
youth use CIL services, such as condition severity. Alterna
tively, this difference in characteristics prompts questions 
about the agency-level processes, such as local relation
ships or differences between VR counselors, that lead to 
these collaborations and why different types of youth end 
up being selected for or involved in the different types of 
collaborations. 
The findings on service use also suggest that VR agen

cies and CILs might have different comparative advantages 

for services offered to youth. Among youth who used any 
VR services from a CIL, the common CIL services used 
were pre-employment transition services such as workplace 
readiness training and instruction in self-advocacy, along 
with benefits counseling and disability-related skills train
ing. VR agencies might rely on CILs for pre-employment 
transition services due to capacity concerns, and also draw 
on CILs’ relative strengths in offering disability-specific in
dependent living services. In contrast, youth referred by 
CILs to VR agencies most commonly used employment ser
vices such as VR counseling and guidance and job search 
assistance, both of which they were more likely to use com
pared to youth referred from other sources. If these com
parative advantages are strong, it further supports the po
tential for collaborations between CILs and VR agencies in 
states without such collaborations. 
Youth involved in CIL–VR collaborations (either through 

referrals or service use) are more likely to be non-Hispanic 
White, compared to youth who are not involved in such 
collaborations. Conversely, youth who belong to a racial 
or ethnic minority group are less likely to be involved in 
CIL–VR collaborations. The current analysis does not allow 
us to understand this disproportionality. Possibilities in
clude the composition of youth and families who connect 
with CILs or the general population with disabilities in the 
few states with many youth who are part of CIL–VR col
laborations. However, another possibility could be that the 
factors that lead to youth being involved in CIL–VR col
laborations intersect with their racial or ethnic identity. 
For example, youth from racial and ethnic minority back
grounds are less likely to use services despite being eligible 
(Yin et al., 2021). Because we have a limited understanding 
of the factors that drive selection for referral, we cannot 
assess any inequities in the processes that determined 
youth’s involvement in CIL–VR collaborations. 

Limitations  

The analysis and findings provide insights about two 
specific relationships between CILs and VR agencies around 
youth with disabilities: (a) CIL referrals to VR agencies and 
(b) CIL services that VR youth use but are not paid for by 
the agency. Some statistics reflect small sample sizes (such 
as for individual VR agencies or in calculations for racial 
and ethnic minority youth referred from CILs), which pre
vents making broad generalizations. Nonetheless, they rep
resent the entire population of interest: youth who applied 
for or used VR services in PY2019. 
Our findings represent a lower bound of the relation

ships between CILs and VR agencies as recorded in VR ad
ministrative data because of limitations with those data. 
First, the RSA-911 records have no detailed information on 
the provider of purchased services, so we cannot identify 
the extent to which VR agencies purchase services from 
CILs and we can only examine VR services that CILs provide 
as comparable services and benefits providers. Many VR 
agencies likely contract with CILs for purchased services, 
but we cannot observe them in the available data. Second, 
even youth’s use of CIL services as comparable services and 
benefits providers might be underreported because VR staff 
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might not be aware of youth using such services. Third, 
youth might not disclose that CIL staff recommended VR 
services when they complete their VR applications or VR 
staff might be otherwise unaware of the CIL as a referral 
source, and so the RSA-911 records may underreport youth 
CIL referrals. Finally, we excluded youth who were enrolled 
in school and were using pre-employment transition ser
vices but had not applied for VR services. We made this 
choice because VR agencies do not collect information for 
these youth on key characteristics, such as sex and impair
ment. Including these youth may have affected the statis
tics on the share of VR youth referred by CILs or using CIL 
services. 
As mentioned previously, this study is part of a research 

project funded by NIDILRR to promote the outcomes of 
youth with disabilities from racial and ethnic minority 
backgrounds who use CIL services. We originally intended 
to focus on the intersection of CILs and VR agencies in 
serving such youth, but the small numbers of youth in 
our sample prevented a deep dive into the specific expe
riences of this population with CIL–VR collaborations and 
how they may differ from youth who are non-Hispanic 
White. Future research should consider alternative meth
ods such as qualitative interviews or surveys that can over
come the issue of sample sizes to understand their experi
ences with these interactions, as well as using CIL and VR 
administrative data within a single state to obtain more de
tailed data about their collaborations around youth broadly 
and youth from racial and ethnic minority populations 
more specifically. 

Implications for Policy, Practice, and Research       

The findings point to opportunities for more connec
tions between CILs and VR agencies. Further, CILs and VR 
agencies might have comparative advantages in offering 
different services; thus, each may find a potential efficiency 
to be gained through closer collaborations. However, the 
evidence does not tell us about the optimal relationship 
between CILs and VR agencies, exactly who benefits from 
them (and how much), or whether youth could use ad
ditional supports in their applications or connections be
tween the two organizations. 
Administrators from CILs and VR agencies could exam

ine the statistics presented here along with the data to 
which they have access. Such information would allow them 
to answer questions about the value of these relationships 
and their opportunities for collaborations. For CILs, could 
they refer more of their youth to VR agencies, if those youth 
have employment goals they want to achieve? For VR agen
cies, could they better leverage the services that CILs offer 
youth (along with their families) related to independent liv
ing? For both organizations, are some youth more likely—or 
less likely—to be involved in CIL–VR collaborations, and 
is this the right balance? Specifically, the detailed service 
data that VR agencies have could allow them to identify 
how they currently use CILs in their transition-related work 
and explore untapped potential. This information can in
form them about which CILs they use, for what services, 
and which types of youth use them and might benefit from 

them. Answers to these questions might be important to 
understanding and evaluating issues around service equity. 
To support more research on VR agencies’ collaborations 

with other agencies, RSA might consider adjusting the 
RSA-911 records so that agencies include the same details 
on providers of purchased services as they do for compara
ble services and benefits providers. This change would al
low RSA and others to more closely examine how agencies 
leverage providers for purchased services and explore the 
provider networks on which agencies rely. In addition, RSA 
might also consider collecting more data on characteristics 
of youth who use pre-employment transition services with
out applying for VR; including such youth in future analy
ses could increase the generalizability of findings to all 
users of VR services. However, any revisions that RSA 
makes to the RSA-911 should consider the burden of those 
changes on the part of VR agency staff and their data col
lection systems against the benefits to be gained. 
This study is the first to explore the extent to which 

CILs and VR agencies collaborate on their referrals and ser
vice provision to transition-age youth, but much remains 
unknown about these collaborations. First, future studies 
could explain why only some CILs and VR agencies collab
orate and why only some youth are involved in such collab
orations. These studies could inform considerations such 
as identifying and building optimal contexts for collabo
rations and effectively targeting efforts to increase collab
orations at the youth or agency levels. Second, we found 
notable differences in the characteristics of youth who are 
and are not involved in CIL–VR collaborations. For exam
ple, youth referred by CILs to VR agencies in PY2019 were 
more likely to be older, be non-Hispanic White, and have 
a secondary education diploma. A better understanding of 
the mechanisms behind the selection of youth for involve
ment in CIL–VR collaborations could shed light on the po
tential equity implications of the processes behind these 
collaborations. Third, while past research underscores the 
importance of interagency collaboration, we have no rig
orous evidence on the outcomes of CIL–VR collaborations 
specifically. Before recommending a broad and strong push 
to encourage CIL and VR agency collaboration, more evi
dence may be needed on how effective collaborations can 
improve youth’s outcomes and the contexts in which such 
collaborations are successful in helping youth. 

Conclusion  

Youth with disabilities and their families face many op
portunities and challenges in their transitions from school 
to young adulthood. CILs and VR agencies offer unique 
and complementary services many youth could use. In this 
study, we documented the collaborations between CILs and 
VR agencies in their work with transition-age youth. 
Though many CILs and VR agencies do work together, the 
number of youth connecting to both organizations appears 
limited. Our findings suggest the potential for increased 
collaborations, and they also raise questions as to why VR 
agencies receive so few referrals from CILs and CILs offer 
so few services to VR youth. Youth and families, along 
with staff from CILs, VR agencies, and other transition 
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providers, could benefit from stronger collaborations be
tween CILs and VR agencies around services that promote 
transitions and improve equitable access to services. 
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