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About BRIDGE CT
Building Resilience, Independence, Dignity, Growth & Empowerment in Connecticut (BRIDGE

CT)is a statewide project funded by the U.S. Department of Education’s Rehabilitation
Services Administration through the Disability Innovation Fund-Pathways to Partnerships
(DIF-P2P) program. BRIDGE CT connects local education agencies, the Connecticut Bureau of
Rehabilitation Services (BRS), Centers for Independent Living (CILs), families, and community
partners to strengthen collaboration and improve post-high school outcomes for students
with disabilities. The project combines technical assistance, professional development, and
locally driven planning to build sustainable systems that better prepare students for
education, employment, and independent living. The University of Maryland's Center for
Transition and Career Innovation provides technical assistance to the BRS and its partners,
supporting the implementation of BRIDGE CT through training, facilitation, and capacity-
building strategies.

critical to the success of children and youth
with disabilities” (U.S. Department of

Need for Teaming: A Federal Education, 2023).

Perspective

The BRIDGE CT project emerged in response to Role of the Technical Assistance

a federal call for stronger cross-agency Team

collaboration to improve outcomes for children

and youth with disabilities. The DIF-P2P funded The technical assistance (TA) team, led by the
model demonstration projects that require University of Maryland, provides the foundation
teaming among key partners - state vocational for all interagency teaming efforts. The TA
rehabilitation (VR) agencies, education team’s role is to quide, support, and equip local
agencies, local school districts, and CILs. partners with the knowledge, tools, and
Federal guidance emphasized that having these processes needed to implement effective
agents of change “actively collaborating to transition practices through four core areas:

support coordinated transition processes is
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o Capacity Building: Deliver training and
coaching for school districts, CILs, VR, and
other partners to strengthen collaboration
skills and shared understanding.

e Resource Development: Create and share
tools such as the Flow of Services, one-pager
documents, and professional learning
modules to ensure partners have consistent,
practical resources.

¢ Facilitation & Guidance: Support Local
Interagency Teams (LITs) by modeling
collaborative practices, co-developing
agendas, and helping partners align goals
with student outcomes.

e Data and Continuous Improvement: Collect
feedback from school districts, identify
trends, and refine strategies so teaming
structures remain responsive and effective.

The TA team plays a backbone role in ensuring
LITs do not operate in isolation. Instead, LITs
are grounded in evidence-based practices,
supported with structured tools, and connected
to statewide and national transition priorities.
By providing this scaffolding, the TA team
enables local educators, VR counselors, CIL
staff, and families to concentrate on what
matters most—improving post-school outcomes
for students with disabilities.

The Goal of Teaming: The Markers
of Success

BRIDGE CT's teaming efforts reflect a clear
goal: create a seamless support system where
all stakeholders share a vision of student
success and work in unison toward that
outcome. The project began working backwards
from the desired end-state, envisioning what
effective teaming should look like, then
designing activities to achieve that end-state. In
practice, this approach meant fostering shared
leadership, trust, and open communication
across all partners. The team defined markers
of success early on:

e inclusive participation from key
partners (school districts, BRS, and all
five of the state’s CILs),

e consistent meeting structures that
keep everyone accountable,

e shared decision-making power rather
than top-down control, and

e aculture of mutual respect and
creativity in problem-solving.

These markers guided every aspect of the
project: by articulating a clear vision for a
collaborative culture and desired outcomes, the
BRIDGE CT team ensured that each decision—
from meeting structures to communication
protocols—aligned with the architectural intent
to foster a teaming environment. This goa/-
driven approach kept the project focused on
producing not just activities, but meaningful
partnership outcomes.

Approach to Building and Sustaining
High-Functioning Teams

From its beginning, BRIDGE CT embedded
collaboration as a core function of the
initiative—treating teaming not as an occasional
meeting but as an ongoing, structured, and
intentional process. This work followed a
phased approach to build trust, clarify roles,
and create sustainable, high-functioning
interagency partnerships.

Step I: Individual Partner Meetings

At project launch, the TA team met one-on-one
with each partner agency-including school
district leaders, BRS leadership, and CIL
leadership. These early conversations
established rapport, allowed organizational
priorities to surface, and helped understand
agency contexts. The meetings created a low-
stakes environment to identify resources,
capacity constraints, and underlying concerns,
ensuring every partner felt seen and valued.
This relational foundation broke down silos,
eased skepticism, and set the tone for
authentic collaboration in future group
settings.
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Step 2: Foundational Trainings and Outreach
Tools

Before formal team convenings, the TA team
facilitated a series of joint foundational
webinars for educators, VR counselors, and CIL
staff. Topics included the following.

e The purpose and goals of BRIDGE CT

e The project’s philosophy and approach to
collaboration

e Best practices for interagency teaming

¢ Roles and responsibilities of each partner
organization

e Strategqies for effective communication with
students and families

To reinforce the information shared in these
sessions, the TA team developed and shared
outreach and enrollment resources. These
resources included the BRIDGE CT “At a
Glance" one-page overview, a teacher-specific
overview, a step-by-step enrollment guide, and
introductory materials for families. The TA
team adapted these tools as additional LEAS
came aboard, creating a sustainable
onboarding process that promotes consistency
while allowing for local customization.

Step 3: Resource Mapping

Following the foundational training, BRIDGE CT
implemented a structured community resource
mapping process, informed by federal guidance
and national best practices. The mapping
process included partner profile surveys, focus
groups with partner organization
representatives, and interactive mapping
exercises to identify available services,
responsible agencies, service gaps, and
opportunities for earlier or more integrated
supports. These activities clarified the local
transition service landscape and served as an
early team-building opportunity—building
mutual respect and understanding of each
organization’s contributions and constraints.

Step 4: Full Local Interagency Teams

Building on the above three steps, each
participating school district paired and
participated in a LIT to coordinate student-
centered transition planning. These monthly
meetings bring together school district
personnel, BRS counselors, CIL staff, and the
TA team to address referrals, enroliment
supports, and service delivery. For many
attendees—especially those new to CIL
partnerships—these meetings were the first
time sitting together with clearly defined,
complementary roles.

At the regional level, quarterly Regional
Interagency Teams (RITs) convened leadership
from LEAs, CILs, BRS, and the TA team to
address systemic barriers, share promising
practices, and align strategies across school
districts. RITs function as a community of
practice, reducing isolation among local teams
and fostering cross-school district learning.

Step 5: Embedded Teaming Practices and
Shared Leadership

From the outset, LITs adopted working norms
grounded in shared leadership, rotating
facilitation, and agendas linked to evolving local
goals. Rather than a top-down model, the TA
team has worked shoulder-to-shoulder with LIT
members, modeling inclusive planning
strategies and gradually shifting facilitation
responsibilities to local partners. This co-
facilitation approach builds capacity and
supports sustainability.

Overcoming Challenges Through
Teaming

While fostering interagency teams, the BRIDGE
CT project encountered many barriers that
commonly arise with multi-agency
collaboration. Rather than avoiding these
challenges, the project leaned into them with
structured and creative approaches to build
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understanding, clarify roles, and create the
conditions for authentic partnership. Several
early strategies have maintained engagement
and laid a strong foundation among partners:

Building Relationships Through
Early Conversations

Historically, school districts and external
agencies such as VR or CILs have had limited
opportunities to work together, often resulting
in siloed efforts or a lack of clarity around
respective roles. BRIDGE CT addressed this by
creating early opportunities for partners to
connect and share priorities. These initial
conversations established mutual respect and
laid the groundwork for trust—particularly
around a shared commitment to improving
outcomes for students.

Modeling Inclusive Meeting Practices

In many interagency initiatives, one entity's
voice can inadvertently dominate. The TA team
models inclusive facilitation practices that
prioritize equal voice and shared contribution:
collaborative agendas, with time structured to
elevate all perspectives and decisions made
through group discussion rather than directive
guidance. This meeting approach minimizes
perceived hierarchy and encourages all
partners—including those new to the table-to
engage meaningfully.

Establishing Consistent Structures

A common challenge in teaming is maintaining
momentum beyond initial meetings. BRIDGE CT
addresses this by establishing regular rhythms-
monthly LIT meetings and quarterly RIT
convenings—with consistent formats and clear
expectations. Meeting minutes, action steps,
and follow-up timelines are shared across
partners to support transparency and collective
accountability.

Promoting Collaborative Planning

Collaborative planning is the foundation of
BRIDGE CT's approach, ensuring that agencies
align their efforts rather than working in silos.
Partners bring different terminologies,
timelines, and frameworks to the table. To
support mutual learning, BRIDGE CT introduced
tools like the Flow of Services (FoS) to help
visualize how students engage with each
system and to identify opportunities for cross-
training and joint planning. These steps created
space for partners to ask questions, learn from
one another, and begin moving from parallel
workstreams toward integrated service
delivery. Cross-agency understanding is still
evolving, but early feedback suggests that
partners are beginning to recognize the value
of collaborative planning.

Shifting Perceptions of Teaming

While early in the project's implementation, this
emphasis on teaming has already generated
positive effects for BRIDGE CT. Rather than
feeling like an obligation or compliance task,
LIT and RIT meetings have been described by
partners as "productive," "aligned to real
student needs," and "unlike other meetings
we've attended." These reflections suggest that
BRIDGE CT's structured, relational, and
adaptive approach is creating a sense of
forward movement-even before long-term
outcomes can be measured—demonstrating
how the process of teaming itself can be a
powerful intervention, not just a planning tool.

Plans for Sustainability

From the outset, BRIDGE CT has approached
sustainability as a quiding principle—designing
strategies to embed collaborative practices into
Connecticut’s support systems for transition-
age children and youth with disabilities. Three
future-focused steps should promote continuity
beyond the grant life.
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e Preparing for Leadership Transition to
Local Partners: The TA team mentors BRS
staff and school district partners so they can
gradually take over LIT and RIT meeting
facilitation, building the capacity needed for
long-term sustainability.

e Positioning Team Structures for Long-term
Use: BRIDGE CT encourages state and local
stakeholders to embed the LIT and RIT
models into ongoing practices beyond the
grant.

e Planning for Scale and Continuous
Learning: The TA team and partner agency
staff document early lessons to refine
strategies, expand participation, and test
approaches that support sustained
interagency collaboration and improved
student outcomes over time.

BRIDGE CT intentionally invests in the building
blocks of sustainability—shared ownership,
consistent structures, and a mindset that
values collaboration. While too early to claim
full systems change, these building blocks have
already shaped how partners work together.
Early reflections from participants suggest that
the project's structure and support help teams
feel more purposeful and better aligned across
agencies. As the initiative matures, these
foundations may serve as a springboard for
scaling practices and embedding them more
deeply into Connecticut's transition systems for
youth with disabilities.
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