UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
OFFICE OF SPECIAL EDUCATION AND REHABILITATIVE SERVICES
REHABILITATION SERVICES ADMINISTRATION

Date: September 8, 2026
DCL-26-04

Dear Colleagues:

Under Secretary McMahon’s leadership, the U.S. Department of Education (Department) is
prioritizing students’ access to demand-driven career pathways and workforce preparedness. '
These strategies are essential for equipping all students, including those with disabilities, with the
knowledge and skills necessary to thrive in a dynamic and evolving economy.

The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) issues this Dear Colleague Letter (DCL) to
emphasize that pre-employment transition services (pre-ETS) must be delivered in the most
integrated settings as possible in accordance with section 102(b)(4)(B)(III) of the Rehabilitation
Act of 1973 (Rehabilitation Act). Pre-ETS also must comply with fiscal requirements and these
services, like all vocational rehabilitation (VR) services, should be customized to the unique needs
of each student with a disability.

Pre-ETS Progress

In 2014, Congress passed the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) and amended
the Rehabilitation Act, resulting in significant changes to the VR program. These amendments
included the requirement that states reserve and expend at least 15 percent of their Federal VR
allotments on the provision of pre-ETS for students with disabilities.?

In Program Year (PY) 2025, VR agencies provided a total of 1,879,558 pre-ETS benefiting
340,344 students with disabilities. Since WIOA data collection and reporting began in PY 2017,
these figures represent the most pre-ETS provided to the largest number of students. The scope of
this service delivery is an opportunity for VR agencies to positively shape postsecondary outcomes
for young adults with disabilities. Twelve years after the passage of WIOA, VR programs have
made significant progress in fulfilling the pre-ETS reservation and expenditure requirement. In
Federal fiscal year 2024, the most recent year for which complete financial reporting is available,
52 of 56 VR programs met this requirement.>

"'On April 13, 2026, the U.S. Department of Education published Final Priority and Definitions— Secretary’s
Supplemental Priority and Definitions on Career Pathways and Workforce Readiness in the Federal Register (91 FR
18780).

2 Pre-ETS, as defined at Section 7(30) of the Rehabilitation Act, “means services provided in accordance with section 113.”
Section 113(a) of the Rehabilitation Act requires States to ensure they will use the funds reserved under Section 110(d)(1)
of the Rehabilitation Act to provide, or arrange for the provision of, pre-ETS to students with disabilities. Section 110(d)(1)
of the Rehabilitation Act establishes the 15 percent minimum reservation requirement for the State from its VR allotment.
Together, Sections 7(30), 101(a)(25), 110(d)(1), and 113 of the Rehabilitation Act create the statutory basis for the State
Plan provisions governing pre-ETS.

3 The VR programs in Guam, Idaho, Kansas, and New Mexico did not meet the requirement during the reporting year.
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While RSA commends VR programs for their efforts to achieve and maintain compliance with this
requirement, it is equally important that VR programs also comply with all other requirements of
the Rehabilitation Act, Uniform Administrative Requirements, Cost Principles, and Audit
Requirements for Federal Awards (Uniform Guidance),* including ensuring all pre-ETS costs are
reasonable, allocable, and necessary.

Pre-ETS Requirements

Pre-ETS must have a workforce focus and be directly related to the five required activities
specified in 34 CFR § 361.48.° Additionally, VR agencies may provide pre-ETS on an
individualized basis or in group settings customized to the individual student’s needs. However,
VR programs are required to report the specific services provided to each student with a disability,
who is eligible or potentially eligible for the VR program.

In addition to required activities that are provided directly to students with disabilities, section
113(c) of the Rehabilitation Act permits VR agencies to carry-out authorized activities and section
113(d) the Rehabilitation Act requires VR agencies to carry out pre-employment transition
coordination activities that support pre-ETS delivery (e.g., VR agency staff attending an IEP
meeting). VR agencies may engage in authorized activities, which are systematic in nature, only if
reserved funds remain after students with disabilities have received the required activities. RSA
emphasizes that required activities, which are always direct services to students, should continue to
be prioritized above authorized activities. While authorized activities are helpful in meeting the
reserve requirement, RSA considers required activities to be the most essential for students with
disabilities to explore and ultimately achieve competitive integrated employment.

Examples of Pre-ETS Delivery

Compliant Examples:

VR agencies have demonstrated success in providing the five pre-ETS in the community (i.e., the
most integrated settings possible) in a wide array of actual employment settings. For each of the
examples below, the VR agency also had adequate internal controls in place to ensure accurate
reporting of pre-ETS expenditures.

1. A student with a disability participated in a paid summer work-based learning experience at a
beauty salon, based on her individualized interests. The student rotated through job shadowing
and on-the-job training in various positions (e.g., salon receptionist, shampoo assistant, and
stylist assistant). The student interacted with clients, staff, and other stylists in training, who
were not exclusively individuals with disabilities. In addition to cosmetology tasks, the student
learned skills related to customer service, time management, and communication. The work
experience provided exposure to the career pathway of interest and resulted in learning about
employment expectations and industry-specific skills. The VR agency developed an on-the-job
training agreement with the employer and reimbursed the employer for the student’s wages.

4 The Uniform Guidance is located at 2 C.F.R. Part 200.

3 The five required activities are: job exploration counseling, work-based learning experiences, counseling on opportunities
for enrollment in comprehensive transition of postsecondary education programs, workplace readiness training, and
instruction in self-advocacy



2. A VR agency provided pre-ETS to students with disabilities through fee-for-service

agreements with service providers and local educational agencies (LEA) statewide. These
pre-ETS included paid internships, workplace readiness training (e.g., understanding
employer expectations for punctuality and performance and other soft skills necessary for
employment, and general financial literacy skills to budget paychecks and living expenses),
and instruction in self-advocacy (e.g., peer mentoring opportunities with individuals

working in their areas of interest). The VR agency provided financial literacy skills training

in a group setting to students with disabilities who requested the training. Once a student
expressed an interest in working, the VR agency coordinated a paid internship in a State
government agency that aligned with the student’s career interests.

A VR agency contracted with service providers to deliver peer mentoring, directly aligning
with instruction in self-advocacy. In the community, peer mentors worked with students with
disabilities using an approved curriculum covering disability awareness, disclosure,
understanding rights and responsibilities, and decision-making. The VR agency established a
cost per student per service through its rate setting methodology and reimbursed service
providers upon receipt of documentation confirming delivery and fulfillment of the contract
requirements.

An LEA provided career exploration services for a high school student with a disability
interested in nursing that included a job shadowing opportunity. A VR counselor provided
counseling on opportunities for enrollment in comprehensive transition or postsecondary
educational programs at institutions of higher education, guiding the student through program
exploration and campus tours. These tours included visits to disability support services and
financial aid offices to highlight available resources. The VR agency allocated staff time spent
on this pre-ETS activity to reserved funds and paid for the student’s transportation to and from
the activities after confirming the student’s eligibility for VR services and including
transportation in the student’s Individualized Plan for Employment.

A VR agency purchased virtual reality headsets and software to provide job exploration
counseling and workplace readiness training. VR staff used the headsets to help students
explore careers in fields such as heavy equipment operation and electrical trades, opportunities
that would otherwise be inaccessible to students due to certification requirements. Students also
used the headsets to practice social skills and workplace behaviors in simulated scenarios.
Because the VR agency retained the equipment and used it exclusively for pre-ETS required
activities throughout its useful life, the VR agency appropriately included the cost in the pre-
ETS reserve.

Non-Compliant Examples:

Too often, RSA has found that students with disabilities are provided the same pre-ETS —
repeatedly with the same content or curriculum — resulting in a “one-size-fits-all” approach to
service delivery. RSA has also identified instances where VR agencies have not provided pre-ETS
in the most integrated settings possible. Examples of non-compliant pre-ETS include:

1.

A VR agency organized a sports event to “promote job exploration for students with
disabilities.” The VR agency billed the event at a flat rate of approximately $200 per student,
per hour, for 8 hours total. However, RSA found that only two of the eight hours constituted
documented pre-ETS. Additionally, the VR agency claimed transportation costs for some
potentially eligible students. The $200 per hour per student transportation rate exceeded the
reasonable market rate for transportation costs in the area.



2. A VR agency developed a multimillion-dollar memorandum of understanding (MOU) with a
community college to fund staff to provide pre-ETS to more than 1,000 students. The program
was described as a six-day career transition summer program, including opportunities for
hands-on career exploration, work readiness activities, and exploration of college programs and
services. Although these activities are allowable pre-ETS, funds were also used for a
performance by a local musician, stipends for participation in all activities, breakfast and lunch
each day, and recreation activities like axe throwing. One day included visiting a water park for
swimming and lunch. Though it should be noted the students learned about summer
employment opportunities at the water park, VR funds should have only been used for costs
associated directly with the provision of pre-ETS.

3. A VR agency paid a provider to function as the employer of record for potentially eligible
students, develop pre-ETS plans/reports, and provide “necessary work experience supports.”
The provider paid students an hourly wage and fringe benefits for the duration of an eight-week
summer work experience. None of the students with disabilities had approved individualized
plans for employment (IPE) that reflect short-term job coaching services, and there were no
service authorizations for any support services for the duration of the work experience. The
lack of actual services on approved IPEs and the absence of service authorizations impeded the
VR agency’s ability to capture and report the VR services supporting the pre-ETS. The
development of plans/reports is not pre-ETS or VR services.

4. A VR agency arranged for a student with a disability to participate in a “summer camp”
where the student worked in a non-integrated setting because the student interacted
exclusively with individuals with disabilities. While the student earned an hourly wage, the
work environment was segregated and the tasks replicated those carried out in adult
sheltered employment.

5. A VR agency developed an arrangement with a LEA to fund staff to teach a “transition-
school-to work (TSW)” class to potentially eligible students. The class covered job
exploration counseling, workplace readiness training, and instruction in self-advocacy. The
same three pre-ETS were provided repetitively, regardless of students’ areas of interest or
needs. The documentation submitted by the TSW teachers to the VR agency had limited
information to document the pre-ETS provided. TSW staff were not required to track,
document or report actual time spent providing Pre-ETS versus other transition-related
activities within their roles (e.g., teaching other classes, coaching sports, or performing
other school duties).

Order of Selection

Currently, in PY 2026, 17 VR agencies are operating under an order of selection (OOS), and nine
of these agencies have all priority categories closed. Despite the allowability of implementing an
OOS for cost containment purposes, under section 101(a)(5)(A) of the Rehabilitation Act, the pre-
ETS reserve and expenditure requirement still applies. Section 113 of the Act requires VR agencies
to make pre-ETS available statewide to all students with disabilities regardless of whether the
student has applied or been determined eligible for VR services. As such, VR agencies are required
to provide pre-ETS statewide regardless of whether the VR agency is operating under an OOS.

Conclusion

RSA will continue to monitor the pre-ETS fiscal and program requirements via annual reviews and
periodic on-site monitoring, as required by section 107 of the Rehabilitation Act, to support



https://rsa.ed.gov/about/programs/vocational-rehabilitation-state-grants/order-of-selection-information
https://rsa.ed.gov/about/programs/vocational-rehabilitation-state-grants/section_107_annual_reviews
https://rsa.ed.gov/about/programs/vocational-rehabilitation-state-grants/monitoring-of-vocational-rehabilitation-program

compliant and high-quality pre-ETS and other VR services that prepare young adults with
disabilities for high-growth, high-wage, and high-demand careers in accordance with Secretary
McMahon’s priority.

VR agencies are encouraged to contact their RSA State Team before initiating or changing pre-
ETS service delivery. In addition, RSA recommends that VR agencies seek technical assistance
(TA) from its two TA centers:

e National Vocational Rehabilitation Technical Assistance Center; and
e National Technical Assistance Center on Transition

If you have any questions regarding this DCL, please contact Ed Vitelli at Edward. Vitelli@ed.gov.
On behalf of the Department, thank you for your partnership and ensuring the VR program fully
leverages this opportunity to provide meaningful and impactful pre-ETS to students with
disabilities.

Sincerely,

Christopher  Ziomer pope
Pope 114008 0400
Christopher Pope

Director, State Monitoring and Program
Improvement Division, delegated the authority to
perform the functions and duties of the
Commissioner
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