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Captioning and Housekeeping
• Open the captioning web page in a new browser window. You can click the
link posted in the Chat box. The link is also displayed here: https://us.ailive.com/CaptionViewer/Join/thirdparty?sessionId=USTRII1102A
• Adjust the captioning window using the drop-down menus at the top of the
browser.
• Click back to the webinar browser and position the window to sit directly
above the captioning.
• This session is being recorded. By participating in the webinar, you grant
permission for any “chats” and/or questions you submit through the webinar
platform to be recorded.

This project is funded in whole or in part under a
contract with the Montana Department of Public
Health and Human Services. The statements
herein do not necessarily reflect the opinion of the
Department.
UM RIIC 2019
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The Montana Deaf-Blind Project is supported by
grant #H326T180038 from the U.S. Department of
Education, Office of Special Education Programs
(OSEP). The statements herein do not necessarily
reflect the opinion of the Department.UM RIIC 2019
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http://mtdeafblind.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/

Poll
In what capacity do you support individuals with a significant impact of disability?

A. As a parent or other close family member
B. As an educator (paraprofessional, general or special education teacher)
C. As a behavior specialist or therapist (OT, PT or Speech)

D. "I don't have a connection to disability, but I want to learn more!"
G. Other (please list in the Chat box)

Designing Meaningful
Work Experiences

Dropping dog treats
for drive-thru bank
customers.

Quick recap from
November’s webinar…

My daughter, Alana, is a 2019 graduate of
Hysham High in rural eastern Montana. She was
born with a significant impact of disability
connected to her rare chromosome difference.
She continues to live with those who love her
most (Mom, Dad and siblings Sal-10, Serena-8
and Cecelia-6 years old), and she takes great
pride in caring for her farm critters.

Nearly 5 years
ago, in a season of
frustration, I
pondered and
settled on a “Life
Goal” for Alana.
“To live an engaged
life full of joy and
purpose that is
rich in personal
relationships,” and
it’s been our
mantra ever since.
At about the same
time, we started a
Facebook page for
her called, “Alana –
A Jill of All
Trades,” and our
hobby business and
volunteering
ventures began.

-Preferred tasks (passions) are
important even when they seem
inconsequential. Activities like-Pouring
-Dumping
-Egg Cracking
-Pushing Buttons on
Kitchen Appliances
-Opening Cabinet Doors…
…truly matter when they give
purpose and joy to an individual
with a significant impact of
disability.

-The simplest of interests can
open the floodgates of possibility
into the vocational realm and
beyond. The above list inspired
baking dog treats!
-The development of a “Life Goal”
helps to focus a vision and to
wrap supports around that vision.

Goals for Today’s
Webinar1- With a defined “Life Goal” and an
assortment of preferred tasks,
start to identify and pull in the
champions (cheerleaders,
believers). Then, together, dream
of (and mobilize) a bright future
for the youth in transition while
holding space for the skeptics.
2- Discover how the foundations of
opportunity for individuals with a
significant impact of disability lie in
relationships, presence and the
positive attitudes of their support
personnel.
3- Clarify “Must Haves” and “Can’t
Stands” as you take preferred
tasks into community-based work
experiences.

4- Understand how to grow new
opportunity while also ensuring long
term projects remain sustainable.
5- Value being intentional in the
delivery of goods or services.
Understand “what” your product is
aside from the obvious!
6- Learn how to build a network of
supporters (business partners, repeat
customers and fans).

7- Recognize funding
sources, support services
and agencies that can
assist an individual with a
significant impact of
disability as they develop
meaningful work
experiences.
8- Believe in a bright
future for youth in
transition, especially those
with a significant impact
of disability!

Alana’s Life Goal is“To live an engaged life full of joy and purpose that is rich in
personal relationships.”
So, I asked myself, “Who will rally behind this goal? Who will
help us dream and hope? Who will lift us up when we
stumble? Who will celebrate our successes, both big and
small?”
These are the folks we invited in (often informally) when
considering her life after graduation. These folks
understood the importance of Alana’s preferred tasks as we
looked to her future!

Alana’s great-grandmother is
again a cheerleader for us both.

The Advocacy Relay!
1
Over the course of an
individual’s life, the
primary torch bearer
will often change, and
that’s OK!! We all
need a yak to have our
back at times.
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In the comic strip above, I
identify with the octopus. I have
always cared for and loved Alana
deeply, but sometimes I’ve
needed to pass the torch to a
therapist, teacher, family
member or in-home caregiver.

When pulling a transitions “team” together,
seek out the torch carriers of the past as
well! Alana’s early intervention occupational
therapist (who now lives retired in Florida),
was just tickled to enlist her dogs as “treat
taste testers.” Cheerleaders and believers
are important whether they live near or far!!

3
Alana and her sisters in May 2018 at the I-94
rest stop near Hysham. We made these signs to
cheer on the folks of Rosebud County Sheriff’s
Office as they biked, walked and ran the Special
Olympics torch through our segment of the
2,200-mile relay.

So, what about the skeptics and perceived barriers?

Staffing
Shortages?

Obligation to meet the needs of all
students with limited resources?

Thoughts to consider when family
members seem reluctant to participate
in meaningful transition planning…

Embracing obstacles is
part of the journey!

Parenting Alana has been filled with mountains
and valleys. And, over the past 20 years I’ve
recognized a pattern… Frustration, sadness,
disgust, anger, and despair are not “negative”
emotions. These emotions (kept in check) are
catalysts for positive change.

Here are some insights I’ve
gathered along the way…
Sometimes, even well-meaning folks
will make comments that sting. Show
grace as you stand your ground.
Understand that for some
individuals, seeing is believing, so
they may join the team later.
Leave the door open.
Despite an advocate’s greatest
efforts, some people will not fully
understand the scope of support an
individual with a significant impact of
disability requires or why the effort is
worth it. Sometimes people simply
don’t understand what they don’t
understand. Educating hearts and
minds takes time. Emotional energy is
valuable, and worth conserving.
Sometimes it’s best to kindly press on,
but this doesn’t mean you’ve given up.

It sounds nice,
but it’s not
possible for
someone to walk
a mile in my shoes
(or Alana’s).
However, those
who choose to
walk beside us
are a treasure!

We have our team. We have a list of talents, strengths and interests that
have been developed into vocational tasks. Now, how do we find
OPPORTUNITY for our youth in transition outside of the classroom?
#1 Enlist the power of RELATIONSHIPS.
Relationships lead to OPPORTUNITY!

How just one RELATIONSHIP impacted
the success of “Alana’s Dog Treats” and
the fulfillment of her “Life Goal!”

To be
continued…

We have been donating
pet treats, volunteering
and fostering kittens
for Yellowstone Valley
Animal Shelter (YVAS)
for 4 years. YVAS
values our support, and
they recently gave us a
“shout out” on
Facebook. When a
respected community
organization tags us, it
gives us instant
credibility to literally
THOUSANDS of
potential customers and
possible connections!

Here are more
examples of
how
relationships
can lead to
opportunity…

In May 2017, we saw opportunity in our
relationship with (then) Yellowstone Valley
Brewing Company, and we set-up a table of dog
treats at their “Yellowstone Valley Gives” event
for YVAS. A year later, we signed up for YVAS
volunteer orientation, and our faces (and treats)
were remembered! I truly believe YVAS initially
brought us in as volunteers because of this
event and because of the validation the brewery
gave us by hosting our table.

Alana’s virtual
connections not only lead
to opportunity, but they
lead to REAL connections
that matter when it
REALLY MATTERS!

#2 Be PRESENT.
Presence leads to OPPORTUNITY!

We have found opportunities…
-Scrolling through Facebook
-Listening to the radio
-Flipping through newspapers
-Checking flyers on “community boards”
-Thumbing through different newsletters
-Reading school bulletins
-Driving by business marquee signs
-Visiting with others…
Honestly, opportunities are EVERYWHERE!!
We’ve had a
longstanding
relationship
with
Yellowstone
Valley
Animal
Shelter, and
it all started
with a
donation of
dog treats!

Knowing our bank offered
treats for drive through
customers with dogs, we
baked these up and
delivered them with a note
on how to order more. We
took a chance, and they’ve
been a customer for 4
years and counting!

These are some more ways we found to be involved in our
community just by embracing opportunity! For Alana, these are
meaningful work experiences that align with her “Life Goal.”

Our “Festival of Trees”
entry titled “Tinsel and
Treats” to benefit
Rosebud Healthcare’s
Long Term Care Facility.
Winter 2019

Stockman Bank in Hysham had a “Scarecrow
Auction” to benefit the community pool. We
entered “Spot the Skeleton Scarecrow” made
from dog treats! It was a stretch… but it was
FUN, and it raised a nice chunk of change!
Fall 2018

I’ve realized, I’m teaching others
how to interact with Alana through
my interactions with her. People are
watching me, and I’m helping them
to form opinions about individuals
with a significant impact of
disability. So, I put on the hat of an
“Ambassador of Inclusion” when in
the community with Alana. If I
enjoy Alana’s unique company, then
others do too. If I am annoyed with
Alana’s behaviors, then others are
too. I do my best not to apologize
for Alana being Alana! I also refrain
from correcting Alana in front of
others. It can be so easy for me to
be a broken record of “No, stop,
come here!” My positive
relationship with Alana opens new
positive relationships and
opportunities for us both!

These are some more ways
we’ve opened opportunity
by being mindful of our
positive energy and its
impact on others.
Greet staff
at volunteer
sites by
name (or
name sign).
(Also, say
or sign
goodbye!)

Smile at
others.
Introduce
ourselves to
new staff at
volunteer
sites.

If you’ve tried
,
then you’re familiar with their
relationship “Must Haves” and
“Can’t Stands” lists. As we took
Alana’s preferred tasks into
community-based work
experiences, we too considered
the “Must Haves” and “Can’t
Stands” important to her success!

Must Haves

Can’t Stands

Flexible Attendance

Rigid Schedules

Social Connections
(Especially High-5s and Hugs)

Inability to Interact in
Meaningful Ways

Ability to Freely Communicate Need to Vocalize in Soft
Volumes
Freedom to Walk, Wiggle
or even Waltz!

Stationary Workspaces

Sense of Belonging

Feeling like a Stranger

Back to OPPORTUNITY
for a moment…

I’ve found taking on new projects is better if it’s
SHORT term with a definite end date. Then, we
can fulfill our commitments to long term projects,
but also keep things fresh without risking burnout.
Setting boundaries of time and energy
on new projects also allows us a trial
run. Tasks in a community setting may
not always match well, and that’s OK.

Balancing Alana’s meaningful work experiences with the rest of
our life is tricky. And that balance doesn’t always look the same.

To focus our vocational
activities, we needed to be
intentional in WHAT our
products were, WHY they
were unique and HOW they
impacted our customers.

Our eggs are...
-consumable and
inexpensive (this
allows for repeat
customers of all
socio-economic groups)
-a rainbow of colors
(cream, all shades of
brown, white, green, blue
and sometimes speckled!)
-FRESH!
-laid by truly freeranging chickens and
ducks, so the variety in
diet gives yolks a deep
yellow (almost orange)
color
-ethically produced by
hens with names
-FUN!

When a personalized order is
delivered, our customers feel like
they’ve been given a GIFT! They
feel special, and they’re incredibly
appreciative! This fuels a
relationship, and Alana absolutely
Our dog treats are… delights in connections with people!
-FUN!
-a variety of
recipes, shapes
and sizes
-consumable
and inexpensive

-baked in a kitchen…not a
lab! (familiar ingredients
with no preservatives)
-customizable for
different holidays and
events (“cookie stamps”
allow us to add a pet’s
name or other short
text!)

The WHATs, WHYs and
HOWs of our products
may look different over
time, but the changes
need to be intentional
and continue to align with
Alana’s “Life Goal!”

Before starting our feeder
insect colonies, we made
sure our own critters could
enjoy them as well.
We have a local customer
who feeds them to a
gecko, but we feed them
to our chickens, ducks and
betta fish!

It may look like Alana’s
delivering treats, but
REALLY she’s spreading love!

We designed Alana’s meaningful work experiences
and built a network of support (business partners,
repeat customers and fans) over time by…
1-Starting with a team committed to Alana
2-Using existing relationships to build new
connections
3-Making ourselves visible to the community by
participating in a variety of events and activities
4-Being aware of the positive energy we contribute
5-Making sure both the environment and the activity
are well matched for Alana’s talents, strengths and
interests
6-Being mindful of balance and taking on new
opportunity in a calculated way

7-Truly understanding our products and their impact
on customers and their connection to Alana’s “Life
Goal.”

WHAT ABOUT WALDO? Could similar steps lead
to meaningful work experiences for him, too?
Waldo is a fictional student from October’s webinar…
Waldo is a 16-year-old male in his sophomore year of
high school. Waldo has a non-verbal communication
style. Waldo’s free choice activity is almost always
sensory bins containing dry materials (i.e. beans, rice,
popcorn seeds, sand, or oatmeal). Waldo enjoys
gentle rocking, swinging and bouncing on yoga balls.
At home, Waldo sleeps with a weighted blanket in a
hammock, and he is seldom without his dog, Rascal.

Waldo’s team discovered he
also had an interest in things
that vibrated, and they
brainstormed vocational
activities that related to
this passion.

As Waldo’s team began to really
explore vocational activities
connected with vibrations, Waldo’s
love for the gentle pulses of air and
water pumps in fish tanks really
took center stage!

With his committed team,
Waldo started building upon his
experiences and successes…

The squeeze
valve gives a
sensory
experience
similar to a
stress ball.

A relationship with the school librarian
led Waldo to his first community-based
setting to care for a fish tank!

First, Waldo started maintaining the
fish tank in his high school library.
There, it was discovered he enjoyed
operating the valve to siphon water out.

While at the assisted living facility, Waldo’s team
recognized another opportunity…

Impressed by Waldo’s passion
for caring for fish, the
librarian mentioned a fish
tank at her grandfather’s
assisted living facility that
could benefit from Waldo’s
TLC. With a positive
reference, Waldo started
caring for this tank, too!

For a variety of reasons, some residents can’t freely enjoy the fish tank in the
common area. So, Waldo’s team brainstormed the creation of “Bedside Bettas!”

Bedside Bettas!

Brought to you by
WALDO!

Next, Waldo’s next-door neighbor stumbled
upon a functioning 3-gallon fish tank with a
heater and water filter at a church’s
rummage sale!

Then, Waldo and his team
sought out a local fish
rescue for both networking
and to adopt a betta.

Finally, gravel,
tank decorations,
a water
thermometer and
other odds and
ends were
gathered through
donations after
the assisted
living facility
wrote up an
article about
“Waldo’s Bedside
Bettas” in their
newsletter.

As Waldo entered his senior year of high school, his team started to research what a
fish tank maintenance business could look like. Waldo started small with offering “fish
sitting” or maintaining tanks and caring for fish on a case-by-case basis as customers
(primarily friends and family) took weekend getaways. This allowed Waldo flexibility as
he took on new responsibilities. He also advertised his services in the assisted living
facility’s newsletter as many of the residents’ families read the newsletter.

Although Waldo’s story is
fictional, it doesn’t have to
be! I had a friend in high
school, and at 15 years old,
he had his own fish tank
maintenance business for
doctors’ offices in Billings!!

Some thoughts, funding sources, support
services and agencies that can assist an
individual with a significant impact of disability
as they develop meaningful work experiences.

After taste testing with
friends’ and family’s dogs and
selling at farmer’s markets,
Alana and her school aide
maintained “on-your-honor”
vending boxes around town.
Each box held just 6 sandwich
baggies of dog treats.

We borrowed a grow
light and re-used plastic
seedling pots. Thank
goodness our only
investments were time
and a package of tomato
and pepper seeds,
because garden starts
were not “Alana’s thing!”

Then, we upgraded
to a NINJA mixer.

#2- Ask about funds ear-marked for special education. Explore programs
like Voc-Rehab or Medicaid waivers, but utilize resources with intention.

Additionally, our study into MT Medicaid waiver rules
revealed that I could be a direct service provider for Alana
(once she turned 18) so long as I had no financial
connections to her. So, Sal (Alana’s Dad) become her sole
conservator, but we share guardianship. Both attorneys and
the district judge saw the value in my role as her direct
service provider. So, this relationship was easily approved
in the hearing, and I am her primary direct service provider
paid through her Medicaid cost plan.

#3- Share your vision
with others!! We were SO
surprised by how many
folks stepped up to
support us, and most times
we didn’t even ask. Our
passion for living Alana’s
life goal is contagious!

For Christmas, Alana got a
dog treat maker that works
like a waffle iron from her
Aunt, Uncle and Cousins!

We needed a chest freezer for
storing spent grains. A friend
stumbled upon this nearly new
one at an estate sale for $30.
He picked it up & traded us
$30 in dog treats for it.

So, what if Waldo’s team was
looking for some similar carnival
style games, but his family
didn’t have any woodworkers?

“Opa” also used his jigsaw to
cut out the dog’s mouth for
our beanbag toss.
Waldo’s team could cast
their net a little farther!
Maybe one of Waldo’s
peers in a Voc-Ag class
could do the woodwork
while an Art class student
could do the painting! Or,
maybe a peer doing a 4-H
woodworking project could
offer their skills.

#4- It doesn’t have to be perfect to be awesome!

Just 3 months after
graduation, Alana had
When Alana was in middle school, I thought our family
major heart surgery in
needed to have everything “figured out” by the time
Denver. In the hospital,
Alana hit 18-years old. But that just wasn’t true! When I we were surprised with
realized her life would no more be set in stone than my
a care package sent from
life was when I graduated high school, I felt the freedom everyone at the animal
to ride the wave of life. There’s a season for everything, shelter, and everything
and seeds planted with intention may not bloom for years, included screamed
“Alana!” Even when we
and that’s OK!
couldn’t volunteer, this
connection brought her
joy at an important time!

The “Prison PAWS” program at
Montana Women’s Prison has
been suspended due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, so we
haven’t been able to donate
treats. However, we got a
surprise card in the mail from
them! Another connection that
brought Alana joy during a
difficult time!

Questions? Thoughts? Did we miss anything?... Please
reach out to us! alana.a.jill.of.all.trades@gmail.com
406.697.2083
Facebook “Alana – A Jill of All Trades”

