DRAFT

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

Evaluation and Report of Progress in Achieving Identified Goals and Priorities and Use of Title I Funds for Innovation and Expansion Activities

The Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Services Division received $2,992,067 in federal Title I Funds during Fiscal Year (FY) 2008.  Of that amount, BESB reserved a minimum of 1.5 percent ($44,881) for innovation and expansion activities.  The following summary details the efforts during FY 2008 regarding the use of these funds to address the goals and objectives established in consultation with the State Rehabilitation Council (SRC).

GOAL A

Increase opportunities for placement into competitive employment with long-term supports for clients with the most significant disabilities.

Objectives:
1. Collect data from the Region 1 Continuing Education Programs to identify effective practices for securing third-party commitments for funding of long-term supports.

Summary of Activities: Through the collection of information from the Region 1 Continuing Education Program and also directly from the other State Vocational Rehabilitation Agencies within Region 1, this Agency learned of activities utilized by other programs for securing long-term funding supports.  Maine and Massachusetts provide a separate funding stream for long-term employment supports.  Vermont and New Hampshire utilize cooperative agreements with the state agencies that serve individuals with mental retardation, mental health and acquired brain injury to access long-term support funds as available.  In the absence of dedicated funding streams for long-term supports, the state agencies confirmed experiencing similar challenges in securing a provider of funds to ensure ongoing placement success.  It is noted that the issuance of new regulations for the Ticket to Work Program opens up new avenues, previously unavailable, for engaging employers and community providers as funding providers of long-term supports.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective was achieved.

2. Develop marketing materials that detail successful practices utilized by community rehabilitation providers and employers for the provision of long-term supports.

Summary of Activities: A review of the available information found that BESB is already utilizing the options presently available in other states that do not have dedicated, separate funding streams for long-term employment supports.  It was also found that BESB’s usage of natural supports on the job through co-workers, as well as family supports were additional methodologies not in place at all of the other agencies in the region.  Marketing materials were developed that included incentives and options available to employers, such as on-the-job training support, tax incentives, and rehabilitation technology assistance.  The recently implemented Ticket to Work regulations promises to offer additional approaches for long-term funding opportunities.  BESB is working with the Bureau of Rehabilitation Services on a joint employer outreach initiative that includes information on accessing these funds.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective was achieved.  However, since the new Ticket to Work regulations have created previously unavailable opportunities for employers and community rehabilitation providers to access ongoing funding for the long-term supports necessary in supported employment placements, the Agency is revisiting this objective for the new year.

3. Conduct meetings with 10 community rehabilitation providers to review this marketing information for the purpose of implementing these practices with specific client placements.

Summary of Activities: Through a combination of individualized meetings, and a group training seminar, BESB provided information on incentives and strategies for supported employment collaboration to staff of the Manchester ARC, Project Genesis, Community Enterprises, Easter Seals of Greater Hartford, CW Resources, Goodwill of Hartford/Springfield, Ability Beyond Ability, Southeastern Employment Services, the Institute of Living, the Kennedy Center, Department of Mental Health and Addition Services, Department of Developmental Services, SARAH, Camp Horizons, Seabird Enterprises, Marrakech, Kuhn Community Services, Institute of Professional Practice, the Buckingham Group, and Easter Seals of Greater New Haven.  The focus of the training was to provide an overview of BESB services and funding options available for community providers that offer job placement assistance to people with disabilities.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective was achieved.  In combination with the group outreach activity and the individualized outreach efforts, a total of 20 community providers were updated on BESB employment services and the funding options that exist for the provision of long-term employment supports.

4. Achieve eight determinations of eligibility for supported employment services.

Summary of Activities: During the fiscal year, four individuals were found eligible for supported employment services.  This reflects a decrease from the prior year, when six individuals were found eligible for supported employment services.  In reviewing the data on the overall number of new applications and eligibility determinations for Vocational Rehabilitation Services, a decline from FY 2007 to FY 2008 was also noted in both of these categories.  In FY 2007, there were 210 new applicants and 200 new eligibility determinations.  For FY 2008, the number of new applications declined to 164, with the number of eligibility determinations dropping to 168.

Evaluation of Progress: The ripple effect caused by the overall decline in new applicants for services is evident in the decline in eligibility determinations in general, as well as the decline in the number of individuals found eligible for supported employment.  Outreach activities have been occurring, including radio announcements in large broadcast areas of the state, to ensure that potential applicants for services are aware of the Agency.  Additional outreach activities are underway to eye doctor’s offices to remind them of the notification and referral requirement that is in state statutes.

5. Secure seven placements in the competitive labor market for individuals with the most significant disabilities, that have long-term supports provided.

Summary of Activities: Although the number of applicants and new eligibility determinations decreased from FY 2007 to FY 2008, the number of individuals who achieved a supported employment outcome increased from 2 individuals in FY 2007 to 5 individuals in FY 2008.  The overall number of employment outcomes also increased slightly, from 127 in FY 2007 to 130 in FY 2008.

Evaluation of Progress: Although this objective was not achieved, there was an increase in the number of employment outcomes in the supported employment category, compared to the prior fiscal year.  The Agency recognizes that further outreach is necessary to ensure that individuals with the most significant disabilities are able to fully access employment through the exploration of job placement with long-term supports.

GOAL B

Implement activities and strategies that address transition school to work for students who are legally blind.

Objectives:

1. Continue Agency and SRC cosponsorship of initiatives and programs that develop leadership and independent living skills for transition age students. 

Summary of Activities:  Both the Vocational Rehabilitation Division and the State Rehabilitation Council continued cosponsorship of the Youth Leadership Forum, a mentoring training collaboration with public and private agencies that provides transition age students with the opportunity to learn team building, problem solving, and leadership techniques.  In addition, the Vocational Rehabilitation Division was a cosponsor of the Governor’s Coalition for Youth with Disabilities Scholarship Program, recognizing high-achieving transition age students.  The Vocational Rehabilitation Program joined with the Children’s Services Division in jointly developing and cosponsoring a parent education event that focused on transition planning for post high school.  Panel discussions focused on the transition from school to work or secondary education, and on transition to supported programs.

Evaluation of Progress: In FY 2008, five student delegates from BESB were selected and participated in the Youth Leadership Forum.  In addition, two former student delegates were chosen to be camp instructors and mentors.  The Governor’s Coalition for Youth with Disabilities awarded a scholarship to a BESB client who has chosen to pursue higher education in Music Education.  Another BESB client received a scholarship through Oak Hill at this event.  This student is pursuing a degree in Psychology.  Seventeen families participated in the parent education event, jointly sponsored by the Vocational Rehabilitation and Children’s Services Divisions.  As supported by this summary, this objective was achieved.
2. Provide stipends to transition age students who participate in work experiences at employer locations.

Summary of Activities: The Career Exposure Program provides an opportunity for students to gain paid work experiences in the Agency Business Enterprises Program and to develop work skills in a supporting environment.  It also provides a direct mentoring opportunity with an adult who is legally blind and who is running a business, as well as exposing the client to the many facets of business ownership.  During the summer of 2008, 14 students benefited from the opportunity to participate at Business Enterprise locations.  Additionally, two students participated in paid work experiences at alternative locations.  One opportunity was developed in a Town Clerk’s Office and the other opportunity was in a Head Start Program.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective was achieved.  The total number of students participating in paid work experiences increased from 13 in 2007 to 16 in 2008.  The types of paid internship options also increased from an offering exclusively in Business Enterprises in 2007 to include two other types of placement in clerical and human services categories in 2008.  With the new federal funding available for transition age youth to experience summer employment under the coordination of the Regional Workforce Boards, BESB staff are working collaboratively with each board to ensure that all eligible BESB students are referred for similar internship and job opportunities for the summer of 2009.
3. Offer summer programs for students that provide direct interaction with successfully employed clients of Agency services.

Summary of Activities: In addition to the Career Exposure Program that offered paid work experiences, the Camp Harkness Program provided an opportunity for transition age students to gain career insight from adult mentors with visual impairments in a variety of settings.  The program also provided an opportunity for the younger students to interact and learn from older students who are nearing high school graduation.  Mentors included current and former clients working in careers in the arts, human services, and the Business Enterprise Program.  Other career interests were also explored, and field trips to visit workers who are blind at their job sites were also provided.  The LIFE Program  (Learning Independence, Friendship and Employment) was a new venture offered by BESB as a collaboration between the Children’s Services and Vocational Rehabilitation Programs.  The program included mentors with backgrounds in massage therapy, teaching, and business ownership.  In addition to bringing valuable perspectives on employment to this program, the mentors also challenged the student participants to develop social and recreational areas of their lives.  The mentors described their passions in the areas of deep sea fishing and martial arts.

The Agency also continued the computer skills training seminar that was implemented in the prior year.  A staff member of the Agency who is legally blind conducted the training.  This program provided orientation and training in the use of low vision and speech access technology products.

The Essential Skills Program provided students with training in activities of daily living, with a focus on independence in meal preparation.  One staff member of the Agency who is blind joined with other Agency staff in providing direct instruction and insight to the participating students.

The Youth Leadership Forum provided an opportunity to interact and learn from students who have successfully completed high school and are succeeding at the college level.  BESB was very proud to have two former student delegates transition to the level of Camp Counselor for incoming students during the fiscal year.
Evaluation of Progress: In the Career Exposure Program, 16 students participated during the summer of 2008, which is an increase from 13 during the summer or 2007.  For the Camp Harkness Program, there were 10 students participating during the summer of 2008, which is a decrease from 12 during the summer or 2007.  In the newly developed LIFE Program, there were 10 students that participated.  In the computer skills training seminar, there were 6 students that participated, versus 5 in the prior year.  The Essential Skills Program had 12 students participating, up slightly from 11 students in the prior year.  For the Youth Leadership Forum, there were 5 students who participated as delegates (the same level as last year), with two former student delegates participating in a mentoring role.  As this summary indicates, the Agency continued in the commitment to provide innovative programs for students to interact with and learn from mentors.

GOAL C

Use adaptive technology to increase labor market access.

Objectives:
1. Maintain sponsorship of Newsline and Job Line.

Summary of Activities: In partnership with the National Federation of the Blind of Connecticut, the contractual agreement with the National Federation of the Blind for Newsline was renewed for Fiscal Year 2008.  The service continued to expand, growing from 946 registered participants at the beginning of the fiscal year to 973 participants at the close of the year.

Unfortunately, the Job Line option remained unavailable for state agencies to utilize during fiscal year 2008.  BESB recognizes the value and importance of this service, that provided clients with a telephone-driven search engine for identifying job opportunities.  It is hoped that a similar service will be available in the upcoming fiscal year.
Evaluation of Progress: This objective was achieved in regards to the NFB Newsline.  However, the Agency was unable to provide sponsorship for Job Line, since it remained unavailable during the fiscal year.

2. Upgrade existing adaptive technology laboratories based upon utilization to maintain state of the art adaptive technology for clients to assess and utilize.

Summary of Activities: During the fiscal year, the primary focus of updates to existing adaptive laboratories was in the provision of software upgrades, site licenses and software maintenance agreements for the locations.  Providing updates to the Windows operating systems and installing service patches to keep the locations operational was also provided.  A monitor was also purchased for the Agency technology laboratory.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective was achieved.  Required updates to software and hardware to maintain the functionality of the locations was provided as needed during the year.

GOAL D

Support the SRC’s activities in matters of importance to public Vocational Rehabilitation through participation in seminars, events, and initiatives.

Objectives:
1. Maintain funding support and membership of the Vocational Rehabilitation Program and SRC in organizations, initiatives and activities that promote the principles of vocational rehabilitation, independent living and informed client choice.

Summary of Activities: BESB continues to maintain membership in the Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation (CSAVR) and the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind (NCSAB).  In addition, the Vocational Rehabilitation Division is a cosponsor of the Governor’s Coalition for Youth with Disabilities Scholarship Program, recognizing high-achieving transition age students.  To increase awareness amongst community rehabilitation providers about the options available through supported employment for eligible individuals with the most significant disabilities, the Agency also continued cosponsorship of the annual Connecticut Community Providers Association Conference on supported employment initiatives.

The Chair of the State Rehabilitation Council participated in the fall and spring conferences of the Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation and served as a member of the Human Resources Development Committee.  In addition, the BESB SRC Chair also participated in committee meetings of the State Rehabilitation Council Chairs from around the country.

The State Rehabilitation Council maintained membership in the Connecticut Association for Community Transportation (CACT), an advocacy and educational organization focusing on building partnerships around the issues of expanding public transportation options for all individuals in the state.  Based upon interest in the initiatives of this organization, their Executive Director was invited to give an overview of CACT activities at the Fall, 2008 meeting of the Council.

Through the use of innovation and expansion funding, the Council and the Vocational Rehabilitation Program were each cosponsors of the Youth Leadership Forum, a mentoring training collaboration with public and private agencies that provides transition age students with the opportunity to learn team building, problem solving, and leadership techniques.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective has been achieved as supported by the initiatives and activities detailed in the summary.
2. Conduct and use results of Client Satisfaction Survey to recommend continuous improvement activities that result in more effective service delivery.

Summary of Activities: The State Rehabilitation Council once again selected the Center for Survey Research and Analysis (CSRA) at the University of Connecticut to conduct the client satisfaction survey of service recipients for 2008.  From the survey results, CSRA noted that in 2008, BESB continued to receive overall high ratings for the services provided by the Vocational Rehabilitation Program, and for the Counselors who coordinate these services.

Low vision services, rehabilitation technology, and adaptive equipment services continued to be the most widely used by clients.  Skills training services, small business services, and personal care attendant services experienced a slight increase in usage, while reader services usage was the lowest ever reported since the survey process was undertaken.

Clients continued to report very high levels of satisfaction with the BESB services.  Rehabilitation technology, adaptive equipment services, skills training services, and higher education training all had the greatest number of clients ever reporting high levels of satisfaction (8-10 rating).  All services maintained a high mean satisfaction rating, above 7.5 on a 10-point scale.  The most common reasons given for high ratings were that BESB services met or exceeded the client’s expectations, and that service providers were knowledgeable and caring.

Counselors continued to be highly rated and were viewed as very professional and knowledgeable.  The mean satisfaction scores continued to exceed “7” on a 10 point satisfaction scale, although a slight decrease in the overall level of satisfaction compared to the prior year was noted.

Evaluation of Progress: Adding more in-depth questions regarding the reasons that clients gave particularly high or low ratings in each of the service categories has assisted the Council with assessing the factors that contribute to the ratings given.  The Council found that greater understanding of the client-counselor relationship was obtained by adding “drill-down” probing questions to the survey instrument.  Analysis of this information yielded that counselor follow up activities over the past year were impacted by the unfilled staff vacancy.  The Agency recognizes the critical importance of follow up communication with clients and is striving to make improvements within existing staff resources.  With the addition of new funding through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, the Agency is assessing the possibility of requesting a durational counselor position utilizing this funding for the coming year.

GOAL E

Increase self-employment opportunities for clients.

Objectives:

1. Develop a standardized business plan format for clients to utilize when seeking program funding for self-employment.

Summary of Activities: This activity was recently completed after a number of versions of the client information handout were reviewed by the State Rehabilitation Council.  A subcommittee representing members of the Council and staff of the Vocational Rehabilitation Program designed the initial drafts of the information booklet.  Revisions were made based upon the recommendations of the full Council membership and the document has been approved for usage.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective has been completed.  The informational booklet can be viewed at www.ct.gov/besb in the Vocational Rehabilitation Division section.

2. Establish a formal protocol for Business Plan Committee member review and comment on business plans, including timelines for follow-up meetings and format for seeking additional information from clients.

Summary of Activities: The State Rehabilitation Council established a protocol of having the Committee review business plan submissions and responding back to the applicant within seven business days of receiving the plan.  This protocol was further enhanced by adding to the criteria that Committee members would schedule any follow up meetings within seven business days to receive and review any additional information requested of the applicant at the initial meeting.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective was achieved.

3. Conduct training for all Business Plan Committee members on the protocol for business plan review and the approval process.

Summary of Activities: This activity will occur prior to the completion of the current fiscal year.  It was delayed by the process of finalizing the business plan format guide.

Evaluation of Progress: This objective is in progress and will be completed by the end of the current fiscal year.

GOAL F

Conduct employer outreach to increase awareness of the capabilities of people who are blind, leading to successful job placements.

Objectives:
1. Hire a professional marketing firm to design and obtain presentation materials to engage employer groups.

Summary of Activities: Mintz and Hoke, a state contracted vendor, was selected to develop marketing materials for the Vocational Rehabilitation Program.  Their familiarity with the Connect-Ability Project, of which BESB is a partner agency, was a guiding factor in this decision, as the Agency was able to view in advance the quality marketing materials that were developed for that employer outreach initiative.  Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors were invited to participate in the development phase of this project.  The end result was a new employer outreach brochure, along with a number of marketing items, such as a mouse-pad, key-chain magnifier, and cup coaster.  All of these items feature the new employer outreach slogan of “Envision Employment” as well as including both the BESB and the Connect-Ability logo.  In addition to utilizing Innovation and Expansion funds for this project, Connect-Ability also provided funding to assist with this project as part of their statewide outreach initiative.

Evaluation of Progress:  This objective was achieved.

GOALS FOR NEW YEAR

All goals and objectives carry equal weight and are not listed in a priority order.

GOAL A

The Program will commit no less than 1.5 percent of the Title I funds received during FY 2010 for these initiatives.

GOAL A (the desired outcome)

EMPLOYMENT GOAL: Individuals who are blind obtain or retain quality jobs.

Objectives (The reasons the goal is of high importance):
1. Due to the economic conditions, individuals who are blind are experiencing fewer opportunities to access and maintain employment.

2. With these economic conditions, available job opportunities are requiring a greater diversity of skills and flexibility in adapting to employer circumstances.

3. Individuals who are blind desire to be contributing members of society.

4. Employment is an important avenue to self-sufficiency.

5. For individuals who are losing vision or whose job duties change, assistance to maintain employment is often necessary.

6. Entrepreneurial opportunities offer individuals who are blind the option for customizing employment to meet individual needs and circumstances.

7. Career advancement is an important aspect of career development, resulting in greater prospects for self-sufficiency.

8. For individuals who are blind and who experience multiple barriers to employment, on-the job training and long-term job supports enable for the achievement and maintenance of employment.

Strategies (The methods for achieving the objectives):

1. BESB and the Bureau of Rehabilitation Services (BRS) will collaborate on a statewide on-the-job training model to market to employers.

2. Title I and ARRA funds will be utilized to develop and disseminate an Employer Toolkit that includes information and incentives for hiring and retaining individuals who are blind.

3. BESB, BRS and the State Department of Labor (DOL) will collaborate on distributing a statewide flyer containing employer incentive information.

4. BESB and BRS will collaborate to design an incentive package utilizing Title I and ARRA funds to engage Temporary Agencies for job matching.

5. BESB and BRS will collaborate in designing and implementing a durational job model using Title I and ARRA funds that enables clients to acquire vocational skills and saleable experience.

6. Each Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor will engage in active employer outreach.

7. BESB, BRS and DOL collaboration with the five regional workforce development boards will result in access to ARRA funded Summer Youth jobs for BESB transition age students.

8. Utilizing the new Employment Network model through the Ticket to Work program, employers will be encouraged to become providers of long-term support for clients who experience multiple barriers to employment.

9. BESB will utilize paid internships as an option to provide clients with work experiences to market to employers.

Measures (the activities that will be achieved in FY 10):

1. A marketing packet for On-the-Job Training incentives will be developed and distributed to at least 100 employers.

2. A Toolkit that includes materials on adaptive technology, tax incentives, ADA regulations and Ticket to Work incentives will be distributed by Counselors to employers.

3. On behalf of BESB and BRS, DOL will distribute 25,000 incentive outreach flyers to employers in the state.

4. Two Temporary Agencies will be contracted with for the provision of job placement services.

5. Using the Durational job model, ten clients acquire durational employment.

6. Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors conduct 2 hours per week of employer outreach.

7.  Thirty transition age students engage in paid work experiences/internships in Fiscal Year 2010.

8.  Through the utilization of ARRA funds, as a supplement to Title I and Title VI-B funds, 125 clients will work in FY 2010.

GOAL B (the desired outcome)
INNOVATION AND EXPANSION: Expand and promote vocational services to groups of individuals who are legally blind who want to obtain, retain or advance in employment, utilizing at least two percent of Vocational Rehabilitation federal funding allotted for Fiscal Year 2010.

Objectives (The reasons the goal is of high importance):
1. There are individuals who are legally blind who are unaware of BESB and the Agency Vocational Rehabilitation services that are available to assist with obtaining, retaining, or advancing in employment.

2. There is a broad range of Vocational Rehabilitation services that benefit whole groups of individuals who are legally blind, who want to obtain, retain, or advance in employment.

Strategies (The methods for achieving the objectives):
1. Maintain sponsorship of NFB Newsline and expand the service to include a web-based option.

2. Update community-based adaptive technology centers to maintain state of the art adaptive technology for people who are blind to engage in vocational preparation and job seeking activities.

3. Support State Rehabilitation Council activities that promote active member participation in the field of blindness rehabilitation.

4. Conduct a statewide needs assessment and a client satisfaction survey to determine what specific additional services can improve the opportunities for people who are legally blind to increase access to employment.

5. Cosponsor and implement leadership development opportunities for transition school to work students who are legally blind.

6. Utilize web-based job search and job lead services to locate and circulate job openings to clients of the Agency and organizations of and for the blind in Connecticut.

7. Conduct statewide outreach activities and follow up contacts to eye doctors, intermediate care clinics and hospitals to ensure that mandatory referral requirements to BESB are understood and implemented.

Measures (the activities that will be achieved in FY 10):
1. BESB enters into a contract with the National Federation of the Blind for NFB Newsline, that includes expanded internet services, as documented by the written contract on file.

2. BESB provides technical assistance and purchases updated equipment, as requested, for two community-based technology centers, as documented in a written report.

3. BESB funds SRC participation in two training programs/conferences, and the SRC cosponsors two rehabilitation events during the fiscal year.  Documentation of these activities is on file.

4.  A needs assessment is conducted by a professional surveying organization, and the result of the assessment is posted on the Agency website.  A client satisfaction survey is also conducted and results are posted on the Agency website (www.ct.gov/besb).

5. BESB Vocational Rehabilitation cosponsors two leadership development programs operated by other entities, and directly funds client participation in five leadership development programs for transition age students.

6. BESB enters into written agreements with The Net and GettingHired.com for job distribution activities, and for job seeking clients to access employer job leads.

7. BESB conducts outreach activities, in person, and/or via teleconference with 25 mandatory reporting entities in the state (doctors, hospitals, clinics).

8. BESB cosponsors the Connecticut Community Providers conference, as documented by agendas for each event.
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