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

Annual Update on Services to Individuals from Minority Backgrounds

Over the past year the Vocational Rehabilitation Program continued to maintain a high priority on outreach to eligible individuals from underserved populations.  These outreach activities included providing information on the Agency and the Vocational Rehabilitation Program in Spanish, or the individual’s preferred language and mode of communication.

The Division continues to track individuals from underserved populations to ensure that they are engaged in services and fully understand the scope of available services that can be provided.  Before any individual from a minority background is inactivated with an unsuccessful outcome, a supervisory review process is required.  The Vocational Rehabilitation Supervisor confirms that the individual was provided with information in his or her preferred language and print medium.  Additionally, the Supervisor reviews the case record of services to confirm documentation is present substantiating that the individual was afforded the opportunity to make informed decisions in regards to participation in the Vocational Rehabilitation Program.

According to the 2000 US Census Bureau statistics, 21.2% of the overall populations of Connecticut identify race or ethnicity from a minority background.  This data further breaks down to 9.1% of the overall population as African-American, 9.4% as Hispanic, less than 1% as American Indian/Alaska Native, 2.4% as Asian, and 0% as Pacific Islander.

In the Vocational Rehabilitation Program, for the last fiscal year 30% indicated race or ethnicity from a minority background on their application for services.  Demographic information of the VR program also shows that 34% of current VR participants identify themselves as being from a minority background, an increase of 4% from the prior year. This can be further broken down as 18% of the program participants identify their race or ethnicity as African-American; 13.5% indicated their race or ethnicity as Hispanic; 2% indicated their race or ethnicity as Asian, and less than 1% identified their race or ethnicity as either Native American or Pacific Islander.

The Vocational Rehabilitation Program has one Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor and one Vocational Rehabilitation Assistant Counselor who are bilingual and bicultural in English and Spanish, and who work with Spanish-speaking clients throughout the State. These two staff members each have a caseload made up of Hispanic clients in half of the state, divided into Eastern and Western territories. Part of their duties includes outreach to community-based organizations to distribute information about services offered by the Agency. 
Additionally, 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.  

The Assistant Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor provided a job seeking skills workshop for five clients, with a focus of offering a bilingual option for all Spanish speaking clients.  All materials were translated for the three Hispanic clients that participated in this training.  This training focused on vocational readiness, awareness and knowledge of employment issues, and community resources.  The training had an individualized approach that addressed the vocational goals identified by each participant. Activities included resume writing, cover letters, thank you letters, interviewing techniques, accommodations, mock interviews, and informational interviews. 
Last year this Counselor developed a self-paced curriculum for English-as-a-Second Language, that will assist Spanish speaking clients of the Agency to learn English in a self-study model. All the Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors continue to loan out sets of ESL materials to the clients to implement this curriculum.
The Assistant Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor attended the Parents Opening Doors conference, which focused on the Planning and Placement Team process,  parent and student rights, rehabilitation technology and accommodations for Spanish speaking students. This conference provided information on a relationship-centered approach to help youth and adults to access and attain the educational, employment, and personal skills that lead to success. The Assistant Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor also continued ongoing outreach to community-based organizations in the Hispanic community in the past year. 

Part of outreach activities the Assistant Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor conducted in the Eastern part of the state was to assist in the planning and coordination of services provided to Spanish speaking clients involved in Independent Living and Low Vision support groups. Other outreach activities consisted of contacting employers for developing internships and employment opportunities. Examples of organizations that received outreach efforts from the agency included the Neat Market Place, Goodwill Industries, La Casa de Puerto Rico, Mi Casa, RAMBUH, Greater Hartford Urban League, Our Piece of the Pie, Community Renewal Team, Hispanic Health Council, CT- Transit, Hartford Elderly community center, and the East Hartford Elderly community center. All community agencies provided some level of adult basic education classes, computer classes, English-As-a-Second-Language and many other educational skills which assisted clients in preparing to seek, gain or re-enter employment.  Barriers such as school readiness, child care, and transportation were also a main focus.
The Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor covering the Western part of the state has started outreach to community-based organizations in the Hispanic community in this part of the state, focusing on the cities of Waterbury, New Haven and Bridgeport, which have a high percentage of Hispanic clients.

Outreach activities also included employers and rehabilitation providers in these geographic areas.  This Counselor participated in the Greater New Haven Job Developer’s Group. This group is comprised of several agencies that assist individuals to find employment in the surrounding towns around New Haven. The meetings each have guest speakers from organizations such as Acord, South Eastern Employment, IRIS, APT Foundation, Marrakech, Inc, Kennedy Employment Services, Columbus House, Job Corps of CT, VA Vocational Rehabilitation Center, CT Works, IPPI, Science Park, and Birmingham Group Health. 
There has been collaboration with Projects With Industries (PWI) of Bridgeport. This organization helps businesses find qualified employees and ensures their success on the job. PWI specializes in matching people with disabilities to the needs of employers. PWI services are available at no cost through a grant from the US Department of Education. 

This Counselor is an active member in SCSEP (Senior Community Services Employment Program), an initiative that offers paid on-the-job training and job placement services to seniors. The Counselor has also been working in collaboration with the Adult Education programs in the communities within the southern portion of the state, making referrals and networking on behalf of the Spanish speaking client population. 
This Counselor is actively working in collaboration with The Workplace, Inc. and Career Resources on many outreach and job development activities for the Spanish speaking clients in this region.  The Workplace works with business leaders, local officials, employers, employees and job seekers to address the employment needs that have been identified throughout the region.    
Career Resources is a non-profit workforce development organization preparing youth and adults in Southwestern Connecticut for employment and careers.  Career Resources provides skill training, community resources, and supports necessary for personal development, economic self-sufficiency, and career advancement.  Career Resources also provides planning and resources to the business community.
The Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor who is African-American was assigned a caseload in the Western part of the state.  This Counselor has been working in collaboration with the Western region’s Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor who is bilingual to provide outreach activities. Efforts have focused particularly on the Waterbury area, which has a high African-American population, and one of the highest unemployment rates in the state of Connecticut.

Together, these two Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors have become active with the Extended Community Team in Waterbury.  This team has members from the state Department of Children and Family Services; Waterbury Public Schools; Stay Well Health; Waterbury Police Department; NOW, Inc; and many other community providers.  The mission of this Extended Community Team is to ensure that individuals from minority backgrounds in the greater Waterbury area are aware of the programs and community resources that are available to assist with employment, education and independent living. The availability of BESB services are included in this team effort, to encourage residents of these communities with vision impairments to access BESB services.  These two Counselors have also participated in several community events in the Waterbury Public School system, explaining BESB services and distributing brochures and referral information.

The Vocational Rehabilitation Program continues to actively work with the Section 121 Native American Vocational Rehabilitation Program in the State.  One of the Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors serves on the State Rehabilitation Council for the Section 121 Program, and the Director of the Native American Vocational Rehabilitation Program served on the BESB State Rehabilitation Council in the past year.

In the next year the Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors will continue to conduct outreach activities to community organizations and employers to create more competitive employment opportunities for these previously underserved populations. 
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