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The VR Learning Lab Model was developed by Y-TAC to promote "youth 

voice" by conducting organized activities where young people and adults 

come together to ask questions to find potential solutions to the challenges 

of the adult and youth service delivery systems. 

What Is It? 

Purpose

The Learning Lab Model is built upon the work of “community learning exchange” pedagogies (Guajardo, Guajardo, Janson, & Militello, 2016). The Learning Lab 

Model, similar to the “community learning exchange”, is a community-based framework led by essential partners involved in creating the transformational change. 

In this case, the Learning Lab Model involves youth with disabilities, VR Counselors/Administrators/Managers, youth serving organizations, community 

rehabilitation providers, educators, and workforce professionals. The diverse needs of youth cannot be met by any one family, school, or program.  The successful 

transition of all youth to adulthood and the world of work demands coordination and collaboration across the systems, agencies, and individuals who interact with 

each youth. Therefore, the Learning Lab Model requires the development of a “commitment-to-action” in their local communities (Guajardo et al., 2016).  Essential 

partners are required to make a commitment-to-action to better serve opportunity youth with disabilities being served in the foster care system, juvenile justice 

system, and by organizations/agencies who are engaged with youth who have experienced homelessness. The legislative mandate of WIOA has prioritized transition 

services and funding for VR agencies to increase the postsecondary outcomes for young people with disabilities, including out-of-school youth with disabilities. The 

efficacy and success of WIOA and its programs is still pending, as in evidence in the increase of competitive integrated employment outcomes of youth with 

disabilities.  It has been shown that programs that incorporate young people in an advisory role to develop systems have a higher rate of successful outcomes for 

those young people (Forenza & Happonen, 2016).

VR Learning Lab Model Framework

A VR Learning Lab was held recently in California with nine states (VR agencies and partners) and in Alaska with the VR agency to focus on how to identify and 

engage/re-engage OSY with disabilities.  Youth with disabilities participated in fishbowl sharing sessions to inform youth service professionals that they are more 

apt to “buy in” to services, programs, and treatment, when they offered the opportunity to provide input and feedback and to develop the programs themselves. 

What did California Participants Say? 

• “Thank you so much for allowing me to be part of this experience.”

• “Thank you for centering on youth”

• “Loved all of it.  Really liked the learning walk.  Thank you for all the time and effort put into today.  It was very helpful and activities and youth brought a lot of 

purpose to the day.”

Commitment to Change: California Learning Lab

There were three primary strategies or actions that participants planned to implement in their work with out-of-school youth: 1) involve youth in planning and 

implementation of programs; 2) collaborate more with other agencies who service OSY; and 3) implement specific activities discussed/presented in the workshop.

What did Alaska Participants Say?

• “The more I learn the easier my job gets.”

• “This session was so powerful, it made me see the different feel of working with the youth.”

• “Life changing.  Thank you!”

Commitment to Change: Alaska Learning Lab

There were three primary strategies or actions that participants intend to implement in their work with OSY with disabilities: 1) implement new strategies to engage 

youth; 2) work with community partners and employers; and 3) develop specific programs.

VR Learning Labs in Action

Implications for the VR Field 

The Learning Labs offer an opportunity for VR agencies to: 

• Ensure that youth with disabilities from multiple marginalized systems 

(e.g., foster care and/or juvenile justice systems) have a strong influence 

on the services that are delivered to them;

• Create an environment for youth with a disability to have a voice and 

influence on systems change across all youth service delivery systems, 

including VR and workforce agencies; 

• Become more reflective, thoughtful, and engaged partners in delivering 

services that support and include the youth voice within their own 

program development; and

• Provide high quality services that will enable youth to gain and sustain 

employment.

The commitment-to-action is a collective action agreement among local 

partners that must include youth to create and develop a shared ownership 

of solutions to their specific issues. In other words, the power resides in the 

community to create local partnerships to solve tough issues while learning 

from other key partners and colleagues that not only include but emphasize 

the voice of the youth who will most benefit from those creative solutions. 

Additional Resources

• Gracious space activities as an element of creating effective conditions 

for organizational change. 

http://www.washington.edu/admin/hr/publications/email/pod/convio/lead

ingedge/au17/gracious-space.html

• Poetry or other art forms that inspire and stimulate the creative side of the 

brain. iel.org/protocols

• Dynamic mindfulness. https://www.niroga.org/training/dm/

Contact

Karin Grandon, Y-TAC State Technical Assistance Liaison, Institute for 

Educational Leadership, grandonk@iel.org

Jessica Queener, Ed.D., Project Manager, Institute for Educational 

Leadership, queenerj@iel.org

Dahlia Shaewitz, Vice-President Transition, Disability, & Employment, 

Institute for Educational Leadership, shaewitzd@iel.org

Y-TAC Disclaimer

Activities of the Vocational Rehabilitation Youth Technical Assistance 

Center (Y-TAC), housed at the Institute for Educational Leadership, are 

supported by funding from the U.S. Department of Education’s 

Rehabilitation Services Administration under a Cooperative Agreement with 

the U.S. Department of Education (#H264H150006). This content does not 

necessarily represent the policy of the Department of Education and should 

not assume endorsement by the Federal Government.

The VR Learning Lab Model provides an opportunity for participants of 

multiple disciplines to share experiential knowledge and innovative 

practices to engage opportunity youth with disabilities. The Learning Lab 

brings together young people and professionals, to develop a commitment 

to change the systems and programs in their home communities as well as 

strategies and techniques to serve young people to improve their 

employment outcomes. This model is designed to promote young people to 

highlight their experiences to further improve the delivery of services and 

employment outcomes. 

VR  Learning Lab Model 

Line of Inquiry

Examples of Questions Asked of VR Staff:

How do we re-engage Out-of-School Youth (OSY) with disabilities?

• How do we increase employment and education outcomes for our 

population of young people?

• What are the most significant barriers to success that are experienced by 

our population of young people?

• How are the needs of young people with disabilities who are homeless 

different from other OSY with disabilities? 

• What ONE systems change would you advise to make it easier for the 

VR and Runaway and Homeless Youth (RHY) professionals to assist in 

propelling more of our young people into post secondary education 

and/or employment?

Commitment to Change

• What is your specific objective related to OSY  with disabilities?

• What action steps will you take to accomplish the objective?

• For each action step consider:

– Who needs to be involved?

– What resources are needed?

– What is the timeline/target completion dates for the action?
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