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Avenues Supported Living Services: a Staffing Approach

Based on Client Relationships
By Heike Boeltzig-Brown

Background

Avenues Supported Living Services of Valencia,
California was founded in 1997 by a husband- and-
wife team, Scott and Lori Shepard. The agency
provides supported living and community life
engagement (CLE) services to individuals with
intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD).

Key to Avenues’ success is a staffing approach

that is grounded in client relationships. The agency
limits staff hours to two shifts per week with the
same individual. This is done to facilitate client-

staff matching and relationship building, but also to
prevent potential burnout and frustration by ensuring
both the clients they support and their staff have
variety in their schedules.

Avenues staff have expanded what they do by
mentoring other agencies from within, thereby
increasing service choices for individuals with IDD
and their families. As of October 2016, Avenues
provided CLE support to 26 individuals with IDD.
Of those, 23 also received supported employment.
Avenues does not have any supported employment
funding per se, but provides job coaching in
combination with individualized day services / CLE.

Implementation

An individualized approach to service provision.

A focus on meaningful and productive activities guides
Avenues’ CLE supports, which wrap around individuals’
work schedules. Examples of CLE activities include
support with seeking and maintaining a job (paid or
volunteer), enrolling in college classes or via adult
education programs, and enrolling in recreational or
hobby classes through local parks and recreation, the
YMCA, etc. The approach lets clients gain exposure to
new and preferred community activities, and provides
structured support during times when the clients are
not working. Clients can get up to 16 hours of CLE per
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www.thinkwork.org/aie/crp
(service provider practices)

The amount of
support is based on
a client’s individual
needs. If a client
needs less support
during a particular
activity, Avenues staff will start fading support for
that activity. Scott Shepard provided the example of
a client, Peter, who had been working in food services
for over 20 years. Peter had a three-hour, five-day-a-
week job. In the morning, Peter would go to Gold’s
Gym, where he was a member. A staff member would
help him choose and enroll in different classes. After
having lunch, Peter would then work from 12:30PM
until 3:30PM. Avenues makes sure that in any given
class, gym, volunteer job, or paid job, no more than 10
percent of the people there have disabilities. “When
people are actively engaged with people that care
about them and that they care about and have some
places they call their own where they can see they’re
doing something meaningful and productive, their
lives tend to be better, just like ours,” Scott explained.
“So our mission is to help use that person-centered
planning or thinking process to help people find
connections and niches in our community that make
sense for them.”

www.thinkwork.org/aie/ppsa
(state agency practices)

Hiring and staffing based on client relationships.

Staff have no more than two shifts per week with the
same client. Avenues has found that, if a staff member
spends too much time with the same individual, both
the staff and the client tend to exhaust the relationship.
The two-shift approach ensures that both clients and
staff still look forward to seeing each other. This helps
the relationship flourish.

Avenues’ staffing approach also addresses the fact
that staff take time off or go on leave. If one staff
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works five days a week with the same individual, and
then takes a week off or goes on leave, the client’s
routines change drastically. In contrast, if a staff
works with five different individuals (one each day),
and he or she takes a vacation or goes on leaves,
then each of those clients has only one day of their
week disrupted. As an article from TASH puts it, “It
is easier to create good matches between support
people and people receiving support when the
priority is not based on a person’s need to work a
specific number of hours, but a person’s ability to
fulfill the needed duties of the shift.”

Avenues offers staff flexible work schedules, the total
number of hours being subject to clients’ support
needs and schedules. Avenues typically introduces
newly hired staff to clients who have support hours
available. It takes time before a staff member can
get into full-time employment, because they have

to develop relationships with the individuals they
support before increasing their hours.

As of October 2016, Avenues has about 80
employees. Of those, 15 are roommates (i.e. they get
paid to live with and support an Avenues client), and
some of those also work with other people Avenues
supports. Nine are middle management, and two are
both roommates and middle management. About 15
other staffers are full time and the rest are part time,
ranging from five to 30 hours a week. Some of the
part time staffers are interested in more hours, but
most are working the hours that fit their schedules.

During job interviews, Avenues leadership asks
candidates about their interests and experience

to get a feel for which clients they may get along
with. They then decide on the first individual to
introduce a new staff to. Based on the training with
that individual, leaders determine other people the
new staff member may work well with. All staff are
hired as employees (rather than contractors) and get
benefits according to their status.

Expanding service choices by mentoring new
provider agencies.

Despite pressure from funding sources to increase
the number of clients, Avenues leadership chooses
to remain a small program, serving no more than
20 clients. Adding more clients, in the Shepards’
opinion, would compromise the quality of services
and supports that they provide. Avenues staff
have expanded what they do by mentoring other
agencies from within. The goal is that staff develop
a relationship with clients and then branch off into
their own agencies.

Supported living and CLE service providers in
California actively share resources, ideas, and
supports with one another, so mentorship was a
natural way for Avenues to support the expansion of
the provider community as well as increasing service
choices for individuals with IDD and their families.
“We hope that by nurturing new agencies to provide
quality services, families will have real options and
not be stuck with whoever has an opening,” said Lori.

As of October 2016, Avenues has supported four
staff members in creating their own programs.
Avenues was, itself, mentored into existence, and
subsequently has mentored two other agencies. It
has also assisted others in going through the process
of becoming vendors. Each agency’s situation is
unigue and treated individually. In one case, the
new agency directors had a lot of experience in
providing services, but needed help on the business
end. In another, the directors needed help in doing
assessments and navigating the systems involved in
service delivery.

Some agency staff come to Avenues for help in
writing up their service design or creating staff
training modules, and others just want advice on a
variety of topics. Avenues has a good relationship
with most of the other agencies in their area that
provide similar services, since this is generally a
non-competitive field. Avenues staff are currently
working with a few agencies at various stages of
development. It often starts with Avenues staff
sitting down and going over a person-centered plan
for the agency director. From there, the mentorship
is customized. Some potential agencies do not go
beyond this planning stage, while others continue to
work with Avenues over time.

Impact

Using this staffing approach has enabled Avenues

to keep staff turnover low. Retaining staff allows
Avenues clients to maintain longterm relationships
and trust. With that trust comes a willingness to try
new things and take chances on other relationships.
Lori noted that many former employees keep in
touch with the clients they supported, even 10 years
after they have left Avenues. Holiday and birthday
cards are exchanged, and many staff even visit when
they are in town.

Clients see staff once a week (instead of every day).
Different personalities work together in different
ways, so a client can look forward to doing a variety
of activities with staff who also enjoy those things.
For example, one client may enjoy live concerts and




work with a staff on Friday nights who also enjoys
concerts. That staff may not be a good cook, so the
client would not want to spend every evening with
that staff.

Variety in the staff schedule is good for staff as well.

A staff can work with someone who needs a lot of
physical support on Monday, a person who is non-
verbal on Tuesday, a person who talks constantly on
Wednesday, a person who needs a lot of emotional
support on Thursday, and a person who is really
active on Friday. This variety helps staff to enjoy
and look forward to each day. It also allows for
administration to schedule staff to work with their
strengths. A staff member who is a good cook can
work five evenings with a different client each day,
thereby positively affecting five clients. A staff

who likes to work out or enjoys crafts or is a great
organizer can likewise be valuable to five different
teams. In contrast, if that staff works with the same
client each day, it would get monotonous for both
the staff and the client. “We all spend time with a
variety of people and friends, engage in a variety of
activities and get chores done in our own life. We
try to ensure the people we support have the same
opportunities,” said Lori.

Suggestions for Replication

»

»

Ensure variety of client and staff schedules.
Avenues limits staff time to two shifts per
week with the same individual. The two-shift
approach prevents potential burnout and
frustration by ensuring that both clients and
staff still look forward to seeing each other,
which helps the relationship flourish.

Invest in client-staff relationships. Avenues
recruits and hires staff with clients in mind.
Effectively matching clients with staff is
important for providing fully individualized
CLE in combination with employment
supports (job coaching). Giving both clients
and staff a choice about who they would like
to work with is key to successful client-staff
relationships.
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Avenues Supported Living Services website

www.avenuessls.org

For more information on this practice contact thinkwork@umb.edu
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