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State of Connecticut, Board of Education and Services for the Blind, Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Services Division

Comprehensive System of Personnel Development

The Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Division at the Board of Education and Services for the Blind had two vacant Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor positions during Fiscal Year 2009.  There is one staff member working in the job classification of Vocational Rehabilitation Assistant Counselor.  This staff member does not meet the Comprehensive System of Personnel Development requirements of a Master’s Degree in Rehabilitation or a closely related field.  The Vocational Rehabilitation Supervisor who meets this highest standard, approves all eligibility decisions, Individualized Plans for Employment, and case closures, consistent with the requirements of the Rehabilitation Act.

All the staff members who work as Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors and the Vocational Rehabilitation Supervisor meet the Comprehensive System of Personnel Development requirements and have a Master’s Degree in Rehabilitation, or a closely related field, as specified by the criteria for certification as a rehabilitation counselor by the Commission on Rehabilitation Counselor Certification (CRCC).  In addition, the State Director for the Program also meets the CRCC standard and holds the credential of Certified Rehabilitation Counselor.

In February 2008, a Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor who covered the northwest region of the state left the Agency to pursue an opportunity with another state agency.  This position has been filled.  The Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor who was hired has a Master’s degree in Rehabilitation Counseling and

is also a Certified Rehabilitation Counselor.
In May, 2008, a Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor who covered the southwest region of the state left the Agency.  Given the economic situation in the state, a hiring freeze was put in effect, with approvals only being granted for the most essential of needs.  Additionally, until recently, the Agency has been projecting the need to enter into an order of selection for fiscal year 2010.  In recognition of the hiring freeze and the anticipated need to implement an order of selection, the Agency opted to direct funding toward client services rather than seeking special permission for a refill during the fiscal year.

When positions are available, recruitment efforts are conducted through job announcements that are placed in local newspapers, the Department of Administrative Services web site, minority publications, and colleges in the area.  The Agency also distributes the job vacancy announcement to client groups and organizations of and for individuals who are blind within the state, as well as advertising nationally through Rehabnet, which is a list-serve that connects all 80 public vocational rehabilitation agencies.  The list-serve and community partner list for the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind (NCSAB) are also utilized to distribute job announcements to ensure the widest possible distribution.

The Agency continuously monitors the number of students enrolled in Masters of Rehabilitation Counseling programs at colleges throughout the region by contacting the educational institutions to ensure that there are sufficient numbers of candidates to address future anticipated recruitment needs.  In the past year, Assumption College in Worcester, Massachusetts had 90 students enrolled, with 31 expected to graduate; Central Connecticut State University in New Britain, Connecticut had 92 students enrolled with 21 expected to graduate; Springfield College in Springfield, Massachusetts had 43 enrolled with 20 expected to graduate; and Salve Regina in Rhode Island had 45 enrolled with 10 expected to graduate.  The number of Master’s degree candidates is more than sufficient to address the projected recruitment needs over the next fiscal year.

At the present time, the division has one Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor vacancy, and projects that within the next five years, the need for Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors due to attrition and retirement will be three.  With the relatively high starting salary for Master’s level Rehabilitation Counselors at the Agency, compared to the private rehabilitation sector within the State, it is anticipated that recruitment efforts would again result in a large applicant pool, when a Counselor vacancy occurs.

The current composition of the Vocational Rehabilitation Division includes one State Director, one Vocational Rehabilitation Supervisor, one Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor Coordinator, one Quality Control Reviewer, one Education Project Coordinator, nine full-time Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors, one Vocational Rehabilitation Assistant Counselor, one Orientation and Mobility Instructor, four Rehabilitation Teachers (two of these staff members are Rehabilitation Technologists), one Administrative Assistant, one Office Assistant, and four Special Assistants to the Blind.  With this staffing level, the Counselor to client caseload ratio averages one Counselor to every 90 clients currently.

The service delivery to the clients is divided into five regions throughout the state, matching the five State Workforce Board regions.  At least one Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor is assigned to each of the five regions.  For rehabilitation technology services, the state is divided in half (east and west), with one technologist covering each region.  There is currently one Rehabilitation Teacher specializing in independent living skills training and adaptive technology training with screen readers, and one Rehabilitation Teacher specializing in computer training with screen readers and/or magnification software.  Each of the Rehabilitation Teachers covers the entire state.

There is one Orientation and Mobility Instructor covering the state.  This Instructor explores transportation options with clients who are in need of solutions to participate in training or employment.  Additionally, the Instructor also provides assessments and travel training with the use of long white canes.

The service delivery model also includes one Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor who works primarily with college students.  This Counselor has established close working relationships with the offices of Disability Services at the institutions of higher education.  Through this approach, consistent coordination of support services can be achieved.  The assignment of a specific Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor to the college students also ensures consistency and timeliness with the financial aide application process.

There is one Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor and one Vocational Rehabilitation Assistant Counselor who are bilingual in English and Spanish, and who work with Spanish-speaking clients throughout the State.  Part of their duties includes outreach to community-based organizations to distribute information about services offered by the Agency.  In May 2008, the program hired its first African-American Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor, adding important diversity to the division and allowing the division to achieve more effective outreach in traditionally underserved communities.

There is also a Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor Coordinator, who works on a statewide basis assisting the Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors with employer outreach and the case management activities.  The Coordinator also has lead responsibilities in coordinating statewide employer initiatives.  The Coordinator further serves as the primary point of contact for the Regional Workforce Boards, providing outreach activities to employers and community providers who serve on the regional boards.  The Coordinator has also been working with the Bureau of Rehabilitation Services, Department of Labor, and other state agencies regarding the implementation of job creation initiatives through funding made available under the America Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

The Education Project Coordinator serves as the division’s Transition School to Work coordinator, overseeing the statewide mentoring initiative, recruiting, training and matching mentors with students who are blind.  The Education Project Coordinator also is responsible for the development and implementation of programs that expose students to work through summer employment, internships, job shadowing, and career exposure activities at employer locations.

Collaboration among staff members is encouraged within the division.  Staff members share ideas with each other on successful strategies that can assist clients in achieving their career goals.  These practices are shared in regular staff meetings and on a weekly basis on the day all staff report to the office.  This approach is very evident in the teaming of counselors for employer outreach and the exchanging of job development information.  The staff members meet with the other staff in their region while in the field to discuss job leads, or to team up to meet with employers and participate in job fairs.  There is also an emphasis on collaboration between other departments in the Agency, such as Adult Services where independent living services are provided, Children’s Services, and Business Enterprises.

Collaboration through the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) also occurs on a continual basis through joint training programs and initiatives.  Staff members from Vocational Rehabilitation and the Agency’s Children’s Services Division have developed a Technology Committee that reviews issues and advances in the field of adaptive technology for people who are blind.  The committee offers training programs on adaptive devices and related technology topics to local education agencies, where continuing education credits have been provided to school district staff that participated.  Additional collaboration between the Agency’s Children’s Services Division and the Vocational Rehabilitation Division has resulted in the provision of parent education and family day programs that included activities and information on transition from school to work.  There is a summer program committee with members from both Vocational Rehabilitation and Children’s Services that meet on a regular basis to plan for the different summer programs offered to the transition aged students of both Vocational Rehabilitation and Children’s Services.

There is also collaboration with the Business Enterprise Program.  A committee made up of both Vocational Rehabilitation and Business Enterprise Program staff meets to review technology needs, facility job openings, promotional opportunities for clients to advance in their careers at larger vending facilities, and to discuss any new client

referrals to the program.

The Vocational Rehabilitation Division makes available a full range of training programs offered through public and private entities.  Program staff continues to participate in training programs offered by the Region I Continuing Education Program, many of which are available at no cost to the state.

As part of their yearly goals, Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors work directly with their supervisor to identify areas for professional growth and development.  Each employee of the program receives at least one written evaluation per year, which is consistent with collective bargaining agreements.  The Supervisor of the Vocational Rehabilitation Program meets with staff members regularly to assist with any areas of their job performance that could benefit from further development and to provide feedback on best practices that have proven to be effective in service delivery.  Technical assistance on Agency policies and procedures is also provided during individualized meetings and during staff meetings.  If an employee is found to need additional assistance and training in order to meet the job requirements, then a plan for improvement is developed.  This may include the use of weekly reviews, additional written performance evaluations, and increasing the opportunity for the employee to participate in formalized training programs to increase skills and competencies.

The Vocational Rehabilitation Program’s training goals for the Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors continue to have employer outreach and job development as a high priority.

Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors continue to utilize an employment outreach model that was implemented in fiscal year 2006.  This model was presented in an extensive training by Employment Management Professionals, Inc. in collaboration with the Region I Continuing Education Program and Massachusetts Commission for the Blind.  This training taught new approaches to job development with a goal of increasing employment outcomes.  The Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors continue to work on a goal of delivering a minimum of two hours of employer outreach activity per week, using the outreach techniques taught through this model.  Over the last five years the number of competitive/non-homemaker employment outcomes continued to increase annually.  The employment outcomes went from 98 in FY 05, to 101 in FY 06, to 107 in FY 07, and to 113 in FY 08.
Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors have participated in a number of trainings in the past year, as well as attending many job fairs throughout the state.  One Counselor participated in the National Rehabilitation Association Annual Training Conference and Exhibit Show, which focused on Employer Relations and Technology.  The Counselor Coordinator participated in the Walgreen's training project in South Carolina.  This was the second phase of the job development activity for learning more about the Walgreen's Training Centers.  The Walgreen’s Distribution Center of Connecticut held a grand opening in April, 2009.  The Counselor Coordinator also attended the National Technical Assistance and Research Conference (NTAR) in Baltimore, MD, for the State Leaders Institute.

The program has placed a high priority goal on the training of Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors and Rehabilitation Teachers on the most current rehabilitation technology through national and statewide trainings and technology demonstration seminars.  The Vocational Rehabilitation Program has set a goal that each of the Counselors, Rehabilitation Teachers and the Education Projects Coordinator will participate in at least two trainings on adaptive technology during the fiscal year.  This goal was attained by all the staff in last fiscal year.

One staff member attended a national conference on technology at California State University at Northridge (CSUN).  Another staff member participated in a national conference on assistive technology at the Assistive Technology Industry Association (ATIA).  One staff member participated in Zoomtext training and Open Book training at the New England Assistive Technology (NEAT) Marketplace.

The Rehabilitation Technologists that attend these conferences and trainings take the information they have learned, and provide in-service trainings and information to program staff on the latest technology available to individuals who are blind.

Three staff members participated in a technology fair at the NEAT Marketplace learning about digital talking books, electronic reading devices and features of various CCTVs.  Two staff members participated in training at the NEAT Marketplace on Microsoft Accessibility.  Four staff participated in a Learning Disabilities Conference, sponsored by Capitol Region Education Council, which featured demonstrations and training sessions on various assistive technology devices by Vision Dynamics and NEAT Marketplace.  One staff member participated in the Blind/Visually impaired regional conference sponsored by the Region I Continuing Education Program, with a focus on adaptive technology.

During this fiscal year there have also been a number of in-service trainings held at the Agency.  Two staff members participated in training held at the Agency by Freedom Scientific on the new features of the Pacmate Omni, among other products.  Five staff participated in an in-service training held in February on electronic books, the latest technology to access books for college and high school.  One staff member participated in training on the Victor Reading System.  Six staff participated in an in-service training by the technology committee of the Agency on the new features of Open Book 8 and the Kurzweil Reader.

In order to maintain the highest level of professional standards amongst the program staff, all of the division members participated in an ethics training during the year.  This training addressed state ethics laws and confidentiality requirements.
The Education Project Coordinator (Transition Coordinator) organizes programs for transition age school to work clients of the Vocational Rehabilitation Program.  This includes opportunities that are available through the Business Enterprise Program for transition age students in a paid work experience to learn from entrepreneurs who are blind.  This program is in the fifth year and continues to grow.

The Transition Coordinator works in collaboration with the Connecticut Institute for the Blind to plan an annual overnight summer camping opportunity for transition age students, that has a strong mentoring focus.  The agenda for the camp is to visit worksites in the area that employ individuals who are blind, and to learn more about the careers these mentors are employed in.  There is also a week-long overnight camp held at a local college.  This camp has a focus on technology training, worksite visits, rehabilitation teaching and orientation and mobility.

The Transition Coordinator also oversees the Agency mentoring program that was formalized three years ago.  As part of this mentor program, transitioning high school students have been given the opportunity to job shadow employees who are blind in a variety of occupations.  During the National Disability Mentoring Day in October, the Transition Coordinator along with other staff, conducted three recognition events for the mentors at their workplaces.  Each event involved a student mentee presenting the Employer Mentor with a certificate of appreciation.

Formalized training has occurred for five new mentors in the fiscal year.
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