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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.

advocacy, and participation in community life.
The Need for CIL Engagement: Y P P Y

Federal Context Our Approach to Meaningful CIL

The BRIDGE CT Project draws on national Engagement
priorities outlined in the DIF-P2P grants. One
expectation is the meaningful engagement of
CILs as equal partners in transition planning.
ClILs are unigue because they serve a dual role:
as direct service providers and as advocacy
organizations deeply rooted in the independent
living philosophy. With most staff being people
with disabilities themselves, CILs bring
essential lived experience to interagency
teams. Their involvement ensures transition
planning emphasizes self-determination,

CIL engagement in BRIDGE CT began with
foundational activities prior to the launch of
Local Interagency Teams (LITs). The University
of Maryland technical assistance (TA) team
and BRS facilitated early informational
meetings with CILs to discuss their potential
roles, identify existing student-focused
activities, and conduct resource mapping to
understand services already available. These
early efforts helped clarify expectations,
reduce silos, and
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establish CILs as equal contributors from the
start.

CIL engagement currently occurs across
multiple areas:

e Participation in LITs, where CIL staff
collaborate monthly with schools and
vocational rehabilitation (VR) counselors to
share resources, troubleshoot challenges,
and support students and families.

e Participation in Regional Interagency Teams
(RITs), where CIL directors join regional and
state-level conversations with school and
BRS leaders to elevate systemic issues and
solutions.

e The Module Development Workgroup, where
ClLs and the TA team meet weekly to co-
develop authentic training modules for
educators on topics such as independent
living, peer mentoring, self-advocacy,
financial literacy, and career readiness.

e School collaboration, where CIL staff are
increasingly present in schools, partnering
with teachers and administrators to provide
student workshops and support family
engagement.

Professional Development

CIL staff also benefit from targeted
professional development to strengthen their
collaboration with schools. For example, in
August 2025, the TA team conducted a
professional development session on Effective
School Collaboration, equipping CIL staff with
strategies to engage school personnel, build
trust, and support students directly. This
training highlighted best practices for
communication, alignment with goals, and
practical ways to connect CIL resources with
educators’ priorities.

Challenges and Strategies

Before BRIDGE CT, relationships between
schools, BRS, and CILs were often siloed. Each
partner operated independently with limited

collaboration, which made it difficult for
families to navigate transition services. The
project is tackling this challenge through
intentional team-building, facilitated
discussions, and clear role definition within LITs
and RITs. Another challenge was ensuring that
all five CILs in Connecticut were equally
involved and felt their contributions were
valued. The TA team and BRS addressed this
challenge by prompting equitable participation,
rotating opportunities for CIL leadership, and
emphasizing consensus-building across
organizations.

Successes of CIL Engagement

CIL engagement has become a strong
component of BRIDGE CT. Weekly module
development meetings have been highly
collaborative, with CIL staff co-creating content
that authentically reflects lived experience. CIL
leaders have also taken active roles in LITs,
supporting schools by attending parent nights,
student workshops, and offering direct input on
district transition planning. This level of
engagement has increased school staff’s
awareness of the independent living philosophy
and created new opportunities for students to
connect earlier with community-based
supports.

Future Sustainability Plans

BRIDGE CT is positioning CILs as long-term
partners in Connecticut's transition system.
Their equal presence in LITs and RITs ensures
they remain embedded in local and regional
planning structures beyond the life of the
grant. The training modules being developed by
CILs will serve as sustainable resources for
educators statewide, further solidifying their
role as both service providers and advocates.
By bridging schools, VR, and families, CILs are
creating a transition ecosystem that will outlast
BRIDGE CT and ensure that students with
disabilities have access to coordinated, person-
centered supports.
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