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About the Rural Institute

The Rural Institute: Center for Excellence in Disability Education, Research, and 
Service, is one of sixty-four Centers for Excellence in Disability Education across 
the nation.  It is an inter-disciplinary organization that promotes full participation 
in rural life for individuals with disabilities.  The Rural Institute accomplishes this 
goal by developing and disseminating innovations in teaching, research, com-
munity supports, and policy advocacy.

The creation of this manual was funded by the Montana Council on 
Developmental Disabilities Partnerships for Transition Project.  The project 
activities at Hamilton Middle School that provided the examples within this 
publication were funded by the Corporation for National and Community Service 
through the Youth Corps Project subcontracted to the Rural Institute by the 
Region VIII CRP-RCEP CTAT/ Denver Options.

Opinions expressed here do not necessarily reflect the positions or policies of 
the funding organizations.  These are a few of the many projects at The Rural 
Institute.  This publication does not encompass all of the projects and activities 
currently underway at The Rural Institute as a whole.

The Rural Institute:
Center for Excellence in Disability Education, Research, and Service
634 Eddy, 009 CHC, University of Montana
Missoula, MT 59812
Telephone: (406) 243-4134, TT: (406) 243-4200, FAX: (406) 243-4730

Web Site:  http://ruralinstitute.umt.edu/transition
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Nuts & Bolts of Developing Your Work 
Experience Program

Choosing the Experience	
One of the first steps in creating a work experience program is to identify or create your 
work experience sites.  Students can benefit from experiences within the school, in the 
community as volunteers or within for-profit businesses, or through self-employment 
experiences. There are benefits and drawbacks or cautions to each.

In-school work experiences eliminate transportation issues and are generally easy to 
negotiate.  You do need to be careful not to have students with disabilities performing 
jobs or tasks that students without disabilities don’t perform.  For example, if students 
without disabilities don’t do janitorial tasks within the school, then neither should students 
with disabilities.  Student performance at in-school work experiences should not be used 
as a prerequisite for work experience in the community.  Performance is influenced by 
the context in which it is performed.  Many students will do better in an experience away 
from school and all youth and adults should have access to their community as a basic 
civil right. Develop expectations and a structure to the experience to make it as job-like 
as possible.

Community experiences require that we get the students to them and negotiate the 
experience with the business.  Schools in Montana have walked to work sites with 
students (providing travel training along the way), or used the driver’s education car, the 
school bus, school district vehicles, or public transportation.  One school even offered the 
student gym credit for walking the mile to work. The overwhelming benefit to community-
based experiences is the variety of work tasks and environments and the likelihood that 
the expectations for performance will be more similar to those of a real job. A drawback of 
performing unpaid work experience in a for-profit business is that employers may be less 
likely to hire a student after they have had that student in the business without paying him 
or her.

Self-employment as a work experience allows schools in rural or remote areas to offer real 
work experience when community businesses don’t exist or are too far away to access.  
The student’s business can be as simple as offering a service (such as washing teachers’ 
car windows), or selling a product like coffee or popcorn.  The school can own the business 
or the student can own the business and possibly develop it into their post-school job (see 
the Choosing Self-Employment monograph at www.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/transition for 
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two examples of student-owned businesses that started as work experiences). If you 
choose to include self-employment as an option in your work experience program, you 
will need to plan for the accounting of funds (which can be a great student learning 
opportunity), purchasing and maintaining supplies, and reporting of income.  Plan 
carefully -  sometimes a student-run business requires so much upkeep that support 
staff  spend more time running and maintaining the business than they spend teaching 
students skills and tasks within the business.   

Work experience logistics to consider: 
How will get s�� tudents there? 
Who can provide support to students? ��
When is the best time of day for the school’s schedule and for the experience site’s ��
schedule?
Do you have parent permission?��

What do you say to empl�� oyers to negotiate the experience?

Ask employers if you can have 25 minutes of their time to discuss new activities or a 
new program at the local school.  Once you meet with them, explain that the school 
wants students to learn and experience work in addition to their academics.  This will 
prepare the students to be better employees...the employer can help you shape her 
or his future workforce.  Explain that you are looking for various work environments 
and jobs that youth can sample to determine what they like and don’t like and what 
their skills are.  Explain the supports the school will provide such as support on the job 
for the student.  If this is an unpaid work experience in a for-profit business, explain 
that the students cannot take the place of a paid employee, they cannot perform work 
that benefits the employer, and they will need ongoing supervision and training from 
either the employer or the school to ensure that the employer is justified in not paying 
them.  Employers may ask you who is liable if a student is injured at their work place.  
Your school’s insurance or families’ insurance would be the provider in this case since 
the business is not paying the student.  Talk to your school administration about this 
before you start the work experience program.  The school’s liability would be similar 
to that in the case of students on a school field trip.

It is important to structure the experience so the student can learn the components of 
the job (especially for those students who have difficulty learning new tasks), and be 
able to as work independently as possible.  Structuring the experience is respectful to 
the business as well. It shows that you and your students value how they do business, 
what their employee and volunteer expectations are, how they perform the various 
tasks within the business, and their particular culture. To become familiar with this 
information interview the supervisor, take notes about what the expectations are, tour 
the business and observe the various tasks being performed before the students start 
the experience.  Write up the description of the work experience to ensure that all 
support staff are aware of what is expected and are consistent with communicating 
those expectations to the students.  This guide includes samples of volunteer position 
descriptions and support staff job descriptions.
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Hamilton Middle School 
Community-based Work and Service Exploratory

Volunteer Position Description

Placement: The Commod Store

Are there typically volunteers in this position?  Yes

Goal of the Position: Assess skills and support needs, and gain work experience

Sample Activities:

Evaluate donated clothes – toss out stained & damaged inventory1.	

Sort donated clothes (girls, boys, men, women, out-of-season)2.	

Hang clothing on appropriate hanger3.	

Arrange clothing by size (men, women, boys, girls) in back room4.	

Place clothing in appropriate location and by size in the store5.	

Stock shoes in store by men’s, women’s, children’s 6.	

Price clothing items using pricing gun7.	

Pull clothing off rack upon request and rebag8.	

Schedule:  Tuesday 2:15-3:15 & Thursday 2:15-3:15

Volunteer Expectations:

Frank will assign tasks to the students each day and will give direction and 1.	
feedback directly to them.

Frank wants the students to enjoy what they are doing and is very willing to help 2.	
support them in learning tasks or working with them on bad days.  

Sorting donated clothing to determine what is resalable is top priority.3.	

Ask Frank to get you more clothes when needed.4.	

If a clothing item is torn but looks like it is useable, ask Frank if it should be sold 5.	
rather than thrown out.

Out-of-season clothing is put into boxes on the floor rather than hung up.  Each 6.	
box is labeled.

There are designated areas in the back room to hang Oversize, Women’s, Men’s, 7.	
Girls’ and Boys’ clothing.
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When racks in the store have open space, Frank will ask the students to stock 8.	
them with more inventory.

Sort the inventory to be stocked by size and then place with same sizes in store 9.	
on racks.

When in the retail section of the store, remember that volunteers are representing 10.	
the store. 

Be polite to customers;a.	

Talk quietly (not loudly across one room to another);b.	

Walk—don’t run;c.	

If someone is in your way, say “excuse me” and wait for them to move;d.	

Do not make negative comments about clothing or merchandise;e.	

Be careful to keep the aisles and floors clear so customers can shop while f.	
you are working.

Site Contact Person:

Frank Katz (phone number)

Coworkers:  Lisa, Don (stocks the donated clothes in the storage area)

Cat: Puddy

Commodity Center (address) 
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Hamilton Middle School
Community-based Work and Service Exploratory

Volunteer Position Description

Placement: Bitterroot Public Library                                                                                  

Title/Position: Children’s Reading Area Assistant                                                              

Are there typically volunteers in this position?    Yes                                                   

Goal of the Position:  Assess skills and support needs, gain work experience                        

Sample Activities:

1. shelving books                                                                                                             
2. organizing and picking up the area                                                                              
3.                                                                                                                              
4.                                                                                                                              

Timeframe:

Length of Commitment: 10/26/06-1/26/07                                                                    

Estimated Total Hours:                                                                                          

Schedule: Thursday 2:15-3:15                                                                                       

Supervisor: Louise , Hamilton Middle School  363-XXXX                                             

Volunteer Expectations:

Nancy will interview each student to determine their interests and skills.1.	
They prefer one student at a time.2.	
If the volunteer has a question they should communicate directly with Nancy.3.	
Students are interacting with the public and need to dress neatly- jeans are ok but 4.	
pants with holes are not ok.
Volunteers wear name tags.5.	
Students sign in and sign out so the library can track volunteer contribution hours.6.	
Nancy wants the tasks to be done a specific way each time—she will provide 7.	
training- we will document her expectations.
The student is expected to call and cancel if they cannot attend their scheduled shift.8.	
**bring the school schedule when placement begins so the volunteer can be put on 9.	
the schedule. 
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The library provides workers comp for volunteers so they need the student’s Social 10.	
Security Number.

Task Performance Expectations:
                                                                                                                                          
                                                                                                                                          
                                                                                                                                          

Site Contact Person: Nancy Reed 363-XXXX,  Bitterroot Public Library, 306 State 
Street, Hamilton, MT 59840                                                                                      

Adapted from: Lynch & McCurley; Volunteer Management
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Hamilton Middle School
Community-based Work and Service Exploratory

Volunteer Position Description

Placement: Bitterroot Humane Society

Are there typically volunteers in this position?  Yes

Goal of the Position: Assess skills and support needs, and gain work experience

Sample Activities:
Washing pet dishes.1.	
Folding clean laundry.2.	
Scoop poop in dog area outside.3.	
Rake leaves and put on new iris plants.4.	
Vacuum pet taxi/van when it is parked in front of shelter.5.	
Brush cats and spend time with them in cat room.6.	
Spend time with kittens in kitten room.7.	
Spend time with dogs in meet and greet area (if volunteer is out there and 8.	
willing).

Timeframe:   11/2/06-1/26/07

Schedule:  Thursday 2:15-3:15

School Support Staff: Kelly, Ellen, Carla    Phone: 363-XXXX

Volunteer Expectations:

Washing pet dishes are top priority but after they are finished kids can choose 1.	
what they would like to do.
Don’t interfere with the paid staff performing their jobs.  We should refer 2.	
questions to Jan Peters (Outreach Coordinator) 821-XXXX or Kate Smith 
(Volunteer Coordinator) 363-XXXX.
Wash your hands before leaving one animal area and touching animals in 3.	
another area.
No open-toed shoes.4.	
Close all gates/doors behind you.5.	
If you can’t make it on a Thursday, call and leave a message 363-XXXX.6.	
Wear clothes that you don’t mind getting stained (bleach) or an overshirt.7.	
No one under the age of 16 should be alone in the cat rooms.8.	
Keep voices to an inside volume. 9.	




