
Preparing for the First Day

First impressions have a lasting influence on how a person is viewed.  Therefore, it is extremely important that the individual is well-prepared for the first day of work.  Being prepared will help the individual, as well as the job coach, feel more comfortable about beginning a new job.  If all of the supports are in place and assistance has been given to the individual, the employer, the family and other people involved, then the transition to a new job will be a positive experience for all.

In order to ensure that an individual will have a positive experience on the job, it is important to assist him/her in preparing for the first day.  Prior to the first day, there are several arrangements that must be made including confirming arrangements with the employer, reviewing first day procedures with the individual and reviewing the job description with the individual.  Many of these arrangements may be made by staff other than the job coach such as the job developer or the employment specialist.  However, it is important that the job coach be aware of the arrangements made and also follow up with some additional planning.  Careful preparation and attention to detail (with adequate back-up plans for when the inevitable problems occur) need to take place before the individual starts a job.

The first few days (and weeks) at work are a critical time for developing work and social relationships with others on the job.  This is true of not only people with disabilities, but anyone starting a new job.  These social connections not only make work a more enjoyable place to be, but are essential for learning job tasks, obtaining needed assistance from other employees and figuring out the formal and informal rules and culture that help a new employee to “fit in” and be accepted in the workplace.  For this to happen, the individual’s supervisor and other co-workers need to be involved (as they are with other new employees) in the initial orientation and training.

In some cases, it will be very important for the job coach to be on the work site initially (and perhaps for an extended period of time).  However, what role the job coach plays varies from job to job and from individual to individual.  There are many activities that must occur during an individual’s orientation to the company and it is the job coach’s responsibility to make sure that they happen.  However, this doesn’t mean the job coach has to, or should be, the primary person providing the orientation.  In many ways, it is more challenging for job coaches to facilitate and support the company in orienting and training the individual than it is to do the orientation and training themselves.  To assure that the individual is socially as well as physically integrated into the workplace, the extra effort is both necessary and worthwhile.

When an individual begins a job, it is important to assist him or her with developing natural supports and social connections immediately, in order to take full advantage of the formal and informal training and support the individual will receive from the supervisor and co-workers.  Tapping into these “natural” supports is an important part of the process of the job coach fading from the workplace.

The role of the job coach can either help the process of developing natural supports or prevent them from occurring as they should.  Some potential factors which may prevent natural supports from happening are as follows:

· The job coach serving as member of a pair when employees are paired up on jobs

· A job whose arrangement of duties or physical location are too isolating or rigid

· Supervisors, co-workers and the individual relying on the job coach to solve problems.

Beginning on the first day of the job, the employment experience needs to be as similar as possible for the individual as it is for other employees, with the use of natural supports beginning on the first day of the job.  In some early supported employment programs, the job coach was responsible for orienting the individual to the workplace, teaching tasks, monitoring work quality, supervising and providing social and emotional supports.  Then, once the individual learned the job, the job coach would start to “fade” from the job site.  It was at this time that the job coach would try to figure out how to help the worker develop social connections and natural supports.  This approach isolates the individual from the typical orientation and training procedures, as well as from the typical social routines of the other employees.  Research and experience have shown that if integration of the person with a disability into the workplace using available supports does not begin to occur when the individual starts the job, it is very difficult to “make it happen” when it is time for the job coach to fade.  Therefore, when job coaching an individual, an approach must be used that allows for a wide range of supports to be tapped into from day one, for the individual to become trained in a particular job and to become connected and socially included in the workplace.
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