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I.  Overview

In accord with the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the Board of Education and Services for the Blind (BESB) is required to conduct a needs assessment of individuals with disabilities living within the state.  This needs assessment complies with the evaluative objectives outlined in the Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment (CSNA) Guide dated November 30th, 2009.  As noted in the Guide, this analysis is valid for three years.  In conducting this analysis, Central Connecticut State University's Center for Public Policy and Social Research (CPPSR) gathered information from consumers, an advisory council, the Internet, and Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) staff. 

II.  Methodological Approach


In conducting the assessment, The Center for Public Policy and Social Research examined and/or conducted:

· An analysis of population statistics for Connecticut that describe disability, minority, and education status;
· A description of VR participation rates of minority individuals in comparison to individuals in the overall population in Connecticut and to national VR statistics;

· An analysis of VR services to individuals with the most significant disabilities, 

· An analysis of agency improvements since the previous VR assessment;
· The results of a focus group discussion held with the Agency Consumer Advisory Committee (conducted summer 2010);
· The results of the consumer satisfaction survey for individuals served during FY 2010;
· Comparative longitudinal data analysis based off of the consumer satisfaction survey from FY 2003-2010;
· The results of in-depth interviews with BESB Vocational Rehabilitation counselors (conducted October 2010).

III.  Clientele Assessment
A. Overview


At the end of fiscal year (FY) 2008, BESB’s registry comprised of 11,907 visually impaired individuals.
  The agency’s registry for FY 2009 accounted for 12,166 visually impaired individuals, revealing that their clientele increased by just over 2%.
  Data for FY 2010 reveals another registry increase of approximately 2%. While an increase of 2% is not statistically significant, it is still notable that the growth rate of BESB’s registry remains steady.  No state blind population statistics are available at this time, so it is difficult to ascertain whether this rate of increase indicates growth within the visually impaired community or success on BESB’s behalf at reaching more of its potential clientele.  
B.  Minorities

According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s most recent “American Community Survey,” Connecticut’s minority population mirrors that of the national population.  One-third of Americans (33%) self-identified their race or ethnicity in a minority group.  Of those individuals who associated with one race, 15% were Hispanic or Latino, 12% were African American, 4% were Asian, 0.8% were Native American, and 0.15% were Pacific Islander.
  Similar to the national statistics, one-in-three (30%) of Connecticut survey respondents likewise identified themselves as a minority.
  Certain minority group statistics for Connecticut reflect those seen in national figures.  In order of frequency, state minorities are accounted for as follows: Hispanic/Latino 12%, African American 9%, Asian 3%, Native American .2%, and Hawaiian/Pacific Islander .1%.


Comparing BESB, state, and national statistics, we find that the agency’s Vocational Rehabilitation program appears on face to be successful at engaging Connecticut’s visually impaired minority community.  Overall, agency clientele who self-identify their race or ethnicity reflect both the state and national minority population at roughly 30%.  Sub-groups are similarly represented.  For fiscal year 2008, BESB reported the following of program enrollment: African American 15%, Hispanic/Latino 12%, Asian 2%, and Native American/Pacific Islander less that 1%.
  As previously noted, participation in BESB’s Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) program decreased by approximately 3.8% between 2008 and 2009.
  Notably, minority enrollment in the program, increased by about 4%, indicating the agency has enjoyed increased success at reaching underserved populations.
  


It is important to note that there is currently no reliable data that measures the incidence of blindness in the minority communities within the state of Connecticut, so this assessment approximates information based on general minority population statistics.  In 2008, Hispanics and Latinos comprised roughly 15% of the national population and 12% of Connecticut’s total population.  African Americans comprised 12% of the national population and 9% of the state’s population.
  Though Hispanic/Latino representation in BESB’s VR program was equal to their statewide frequency of 12%, African Americans were disproportionately represented (at a higher rate) at 15%.  Statistics for 2009 reveal a similar trend.
  Thus, while African Americans comprise less of Connecticut’s overall population than Hispanics/Latinos, they appear to be more represented in BESB’s VR program.  This high rate of coverage may partially be attributed to the fact that BESB hired its first African American VR counselor in 2008.
  This higher rate may also be attributed to increased outreach efforts.  

Since the last VR assessment was issued, BESB has taken numerous steps to improve outreach to the minority community.  BESB employs two bilingual counselors, and pays for interpreters on an "as needed" basis.  BESB also continues outreach to specific minority groups through local meetings and events.  Such outreach efforts include attending the Puerto Rican Forum and working with other agencies that offer ESL (English as a Second Language) classes.
  
C.  Youth


It is difficult to compare BESB’s success at reaching minority and child populations with other states because reporting practices vary.  Many agency websites, for example, do not divulge statistics for race, ethnicity, or age.  The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) is an excellent resource for comparative state disability agency data, but only provides measures for employment outcomes, funding, advocacy, etc.  It appears that agencies are not required to submit statistics relating to children or minorities.  

Despite the lack of comparative data, it is apparent that BESB is actively engaging blind youth in the state of Connecticut.  In fiscal year 2008, the agency’s registry accounted for 11,907 blind individuals, of which 1,190 were children.  The following year’s report reveals that 1,071 out of 12,166 individuals on BESB’s registry were children, reflecting a 10 percent drop in their enrollment.  For fiscal year 2010, the registry grew 2 percent to 12,426.  The number of children in the registry likewise grew, up 2.4 percent to 1,097.
  While it is difficult to ascertain the reason behind the fluctuation of children registered with BESB simply by looking at numbers, a possible explanation is that some children entered adulthood. 
IV.  Vocational Rehabilitation Outcomes

BESB appears to be successful at helping its visually impaired clientele who are eligible to work obtain employment.  The most recent data available for analysis is derived from state vocational rehabilitation agency data made available to the U.S. Department of Education’s Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) for FY 2009.  Compared to peer agencies with similar grant amounts, BESB ranked the highest (83.74%) for closing cases based upon favorable employment outcomes (see table 6).
  Of the 5 state agencies included in this comparison, South Dakota ranked second at 74.67% and Idaho third, with 62.22% of its VR clientele achieving employment.  Maine ranked fourth at 59.66% and Nebraska fifth, with 43.81% of its VR registrants obtaining employment.  
Employment outcomes reported to the RSA by BESB correspond to customer satisfaction survey results collected by the Center for Public Policy and Social Research (CPPSR) at Central Connecticut State University (CCSU) for fiscal year 2010.  
More than nine out of ten survey respondents (94%) reported that they would recommend BESB VR services to a friend.
  This figure represents the highest rate in the history of this survey. 
Overall, BESB clients that participated in the survey reported high levels of satisfaction across all services, and many VR services saw increases in mean satisfaction.  Low Vision and Skills Training services, for example, both experienced notable increases in satisfaction from the previous year’s survey data.  The satisfaction score for Low Vision Services rose to 8.25, a .46 percentage point increase, while Skills Training Services saw its mean score increase to 8.87, the second-highest satisfaction mark out of all of BESB's services (8.87, up .95 percentage points).

Counselors, much like VR services, continue to rate highly in 2010.
  Comparable to 2009 survey results, the professionalism of counselors stands out (mean of 9.16; up .04).  Furthermore, of the nine mean ratings measuring various aspects of counselors, eight saw increases in satisfaction over the past year.  The only aspect that saw a decrease in satisfaction was the ability of counselors to help clients understand the process for complaint resolution (mean of 7.64; down .18 percentage points); however, this decrease is statistically insignificant.


Our analysis reveals that BESB may need improvement in helping its VR clients obtain employment at 35 hours per week or more (table 6).
  Compared with other agencies included in this analysis, BESB ranked fourth with 38.83% of its VR participants obtaining employment at 35 hours or more per week.  Other rankings in this grouping are as follows: South Dakota 65.18%, Nebraska 60.87%, Idaho 57.14%, and Maine 20%.  BESB's struggle in helping clients to obtain employment opportunities at 35 hours per week or more may partially be attributed to the economic recession.  When BESB does place VR clients in positions, these individuals make competitive salaries.  It should be noted that the average hourly rate for BESB VR participants is significantly higher ($18.99) than the other agencies in this grouping, which range from $10.32 to $15.86.
V.  Focus Group Summary 

As part of the Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment, the Center for Public Policy and Social Research conducted a focus group with members of the Agency Consumer Advisory Committee (ACAC).  The purpose of this focus group was to understand how ACAC members felt about BESB services, needs that should be addressed in the near future, and how BESB could increase outreach efforts to the unserved and underserved.

 
Overall, ACAC members expressed satisfaction with services provided by BESB, mirroring findings of the customer satisfaction survey.  Participants of the focus group felt that services offered by the agency met their expectations and considered them necessary and relevant.  All participants responded that their confidence at performing daily activities has improved as a result of services provided by BESB, particularly after receiving Orientation and Mobility training.  It should be noted that it is difficult to make an accurate comparison between the level of satisfaction expressed by ACAC focus group participants with Orientation and Mobility training and consumer satisfaction survey results.  Respondents for the latter survey were not directly asked their opinion about this particular service, which encompasses training for safe and independent travel.  Perhaps the most relevant survey section to address this service fell under “Skills Training Services,” which received an 87% high satisfaction mark in the 2010 survey.
    

Most focus group participants felt that BESB staff did whatever they could to meet the needs of clients.  This is consistent with previous surveys, in which counselors repeatedly received a high satisfaction rating.
  Services were generally considered to be offered in a timely manner; however, call-backs tended to be inconsistent.  Some clients reported waiting many months for a call-back.  As with Orientation and Mobility training, call response time was not offered as a specific question in customer satisfaction surveys, nor was it rated in the Counselor Satisfaction section.  Because focus group participants did not indicate which service they found lagging with regard to call-back time, it is difficult to make an accurate comparison.

In the final portion of the discussion, participants were asked to make suggestions about how BESB could improve services.  The panel agreed that services could be augmented in numerous ways; however, they recognized that some may be difficult or infeasible to provide due to budgetary constraints.  Counselors, for example, often work a limited schedule, leading to a lag in responsiveness.  In another example, the panel mentioned that uniformity of equipment among clients might improve their orientation.  


 Of those issues which may be considered independent of financial limitations, three were highlighted by the group.  The first relates to technical support.  Most of the panel considered computer training of extreme importance.  Unfortunately, the gap between training sessions is apparently substantial enough that it is often difficult to recall everything clients learned in previous sessions.  Furthermore, they cited the fact that The Independent Living Services Program has no dedicated technical support.  Perhaps some arrangement can be made between community partners or universities to provide voluntary computer support.  For technical issues about other equipment, like Braillers, it would be beneficial if BESB had a dedicated person to call who could either offer advice or had a list of support providers.  


When asked if they felt that any groups were underserved by BESB, the panel responded that the elderly and visually impaired people in outlying areas of the state probably experienced the greatest impact in service provision.  BESB should thus address how it can improve its outreach methodology.  

Contract pricing was another issue highlighted by the panel.  When BESB is unable to provide a particular service due to ineligibility, a list of subcontractors is provided to clients.  While aware that budgetary limitations may be a hindrance, panel members felt that prices charged by such providers are often quite high.  Perhaps a discount can be arranged for BESB clients, where none previously exists.


To summarize, the focus group revealed that BESB services are considered relevant and necessary.  This is corroborated by the results of the FY 2010 consumer satisfaction survey.  While some areas, like response timeliness or technical support, have room for improvement, clients are generally pleased with the quality of services with which they are provided.  Most expressed concern that lack of agency funding may result in decreased services.  
VI.  Interview Summary

In October of 2010, The Center for Public Policy and Social Research conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews with three counselors working in BESB's Vocational Rehabilitation division.  Here are several recommendations that were made by the staff members who participated in the interview process:

· Increase technical support.  There are currently only two VR technology specialists on staff at BESB.
· Help clients understand what technology is job-specific.  Clients expected services that were outside the scope of VR, falling more in line with IL (independent living) needs.
· Boost agency name  identification.  Other state agencies, as well as employers, do not know what BESB stands for.  BESB should create a marketing strategy to address this.
· Apply for the Connectability Infrastructure Grant.  Use grant money to hire single points of contact to direct people to right direction (2-3 people to work a central phone line).  Have something like an info line where someone can direct people to the correct agency.  Disability agencies need a single point of contact to help streamline services.
· The economic downturn is having a noticeable, negative effect on BESB.  Counselors reported seeing an increase in employers trying to negotiate for increased incentives.

· If financially possible, continue with the internship program.  The program led to some permanent job placements, as well as work experience for those just coming out of school.
· Look for opportunities to secure "clunker" computers.  These could be distributed based on financial need.

· Make sure that Adult Services is giving the VR division all of the referrals that they receive.

VII.  APPENDIX
Tables
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	Table 1: Board Of Education And Services For The Blind (BESB) Clientele (FYs 2008-2010)


	Clientele
	Number
	

	Total for 2008
	11,907
	

	    Children
	  1,190
	

	Total for 2009
	12,166
	 

	    Children
	1,071
	

	Total for 2010
	12,426
	

	    Children
	1,097
	


	Table 2: BESB Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Participants (FY 2008)


	Participants
	Number
	Percentage
of Total

	Total VR
	972
	

	Minorities
	292
	30%

	
	African-American
	146
	15%

	
	Hispanic/Latino
	117
	12%

	
	Asian
	19
	2%

	 
	Native-American/Pacific Islander
	10
	<1%


	Table 3: BESB VR Participants (FY 2009)
 

	Population
	Number
	Percentage of Total

	Total VR
	935
	

	Minorities
	318
	34%

	
	African-American
	168
	18%

	
	Hispanic/Latino
	126
	13.5%

	
	Asian
	19
	2%

	 
	Native-American/Pacific Islander
	9
	<1%


	Table 4: State of Connecticut Minority Statistics (2008)


	Population
	Number
	Percentage

	Total Population
	      3,493,006 
	≈ 1% of national

	Minority Population
	      1,038,477 
	30%

	
	African-American
	         327,433 
	9%

	
	Hispanic/Latino
	         405,724 
	12%

	
	Asian
	         116,879 
	3%

	
	Native American
	             7,990 
	0.2%

	
	Pacific Islander
	             1,146 
	0.1%

	 
	Other
	         179,305 
	5.1%


	Table 5: National Minority Statistics (2008)



	Population
	Number
	Percentage

	Total
	301,237,703
	

	Minorities
	98,594,157
	33%

	
	African American
	37,131,771
	12%

	
	Hispanic/Latino
	45,432,158
	15%

	
	Asian
	13,164,169
	4%

	
	Native American
	2,419,895
	1%

	 
	Pacific Islander
	446,164
	0%


	Table 6: Comparison of Vocational Rehabilitation Employment Outcomes between BESB and State's with Similar Agency Type and Grant Amounts (FY2009)


	 
	CT
	ID
	ME
	NE
	SD

	Employment Ratea
	83.74%
	62.22%
	59.66%
	43.81%
	74.67%

	Number Closed with Employmentb
	103
	56
	105
	46
	112

	Percent Closed with Employment at 35 Hours Per Week or Moreb
	38.83%
	57.14%
	20.00%
	60.87%
	65.18%

	Average Hourly Rateb
	 $  18.99 
	 $  13.20 
	 $  15.86 
	 $  12.97 
	 $  10.32 

	a U.S. Dept of Education, RSA, MIS, QT-0048-J.

	b U.S. Dept of Education, RSA, MIS, QT-0002-J.
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