Iowa Department for the Blind

State Plan FFY 2013

4.11(d) Strategies and Use of Title I Funds for Innovation and Expansion Activities to Address Needs Identified in the Comprehensive Assessment and to Achieve Identified Goals and Priorities
Methods to Expand and Improve Services to Blind and Visually Impaired Iowans
The Department will work to expand and improve services to blind and visually Impaired Iowans by engaging in several activities. Since the beginning of fiscal year 2011, five specialty teams have been charged with researching and developing solutions to identified issues. Each team has representatives from field and orientation center staff. Over the course of two years, the specialty teams have focused on these issues: outreach, staff training, Social Security benefits planning and asset development, transition from Orientation Center training, success stories, and barriers to employment for the long-term unemployed. These teams have completed the following activities:

· Organized training on addressing mental health and substance abuse issues and on utilizing cognitive motivational techniques in counseling; 
· Provided information to staff on asset development options; 
· Conducted client surveys to identify barriers to employment; 
· Made recommendations for changes to procedures regarding completion of Orientation Center training;
· Held several successful outreach events; 
· Created a series of success stories for outreach and educational efforts; and 
· Conducted two Orientation on the Road camps.
Through these specialty teams, management and field staff collaborate to produce solutions to identified issues.

The Department will also be developing a new assistive technology training program. The Department has long understood the important role assistive technology tools and devices play in achieving successful employment, and staff routinely evaluates current technology training practices. The technology staff will be researching new models of technology training delivery to ensure that the Department’s VR clients are receiving the best possible training to make them successful at work and school.
Assistive Technology

Methods to provide a broad range of assistive technology services and devices to blind and visually impaired Iowans at each stage of the rehabilitation process
The Department has three staff providing assistive technology services. Technology staff use a standard technology assessment tool that helps the VR Counselors identify the technology needs of their clients and appropriate equipment. Every client who seeks assistance in purchasing technology undergoes a rigorous technology skill assessment to determine (1) how proficiently the client can use technology and (2) in what areas the client may need extra training. The technology assessments ensure that funds are spent on appropriate technology and that clients know how to use the technology productively. To ensure that clients use the equipment to its greatest potential, the assessment allows staff to provide training that is customized to the needs of the individual. These assessments are generally completed at the beginning of the VR process; however they can be done at any time that a need for assistive technology is identified.
In addition to technology skills assessments, technology staff are responsible for providing training and technical support on the worksite. They provide one-on-one training to clients on software and devices the client requires for employment or to prepare for employment. They support employers through the performance of worksite assessments and through training and technical assistance that is customized to their employment situation. Our technology staff offer information and advice on assistive technology and accessibility to employers through seminars, e-mail, telephone calls, and in-service demonstrations. In order to provide timely and accurate information, the technology staff attend conferences and training courses to maintain knowledge of emerging assistive technology and mainstream technology used in the workplace. 
The Department's Orientation Center includes a class on computer and assistive technology. All students enrolled in the Orientation Center are required to take this class. This class is individualized to meet the needs of each student based upon an initial assessment. As needed, training covers the areas of keyboarding, screen access software and hardware, Microsoft Windows and Office Suite, and Apple products. Other communications devices, such as note takers and digital recorders, may also be covered.
Finally, the Department's Technology Resource Center offers clients the opportunity to evaluate and learn to use a wide variety of assistive technology, including screen access software, screen magnification software, note takers, Braille displays, and more. The Loaner Pool provides equipment to clients whose equipment at work has failed or who require an extended period of technology evaluation.
Provision of assistive technology services and devices on a statewide basis
All clients regardless of where they live in the state receive a technology assessment and appropriate assistive technology when it has been determined that such technology will be needed for employment or education. The technology staff travel across the state to provide individual technology assessments and worksite assessments, and they are available for technical support via e-mail and telephone.
Outreach 
Outreach procedures for identifying and serving blind and visually impaired Iowans who are minorities or who have been unserved or underserved by the VR program
In 2009, the Department utilized American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funds to develop a long-range marketing and outreach plan. The plan outlines an outreach approach to promote the Department's services and to educate the general public, including newly blind persons, regarding the capabilities of persons who are blind. 
Like other blind agencies, self-referral is the most commonly recorded referral source. Many applicants have heard about the Department through community organizations and family or friends who have attended a presentation. Therefore, outreach events must be varied and frequent. The Department’s Information Specialist coordinates marketing, outreach, and public education efforts. These outreach activities include traditional approaches such as open house events, community based trainings, print and radio interviews, distribution of informational materials, tours of the Department, and presentations to employers, community services organizations, schools, self-help groups, and more. These events reach over 6,000 people annually. In addition to these traditional outreach approaches, the Department utilizes social media such as its web site, blogs, Twitter, and Facebook to promote its services and philosophy of blindness. 
As part of its marketing efforts, new materials were developed for these target populations: Families & Friends, Service Providers, Healthcare Professionals, Community Organizations, Businesses, Educators, and Volunteers. The brochures contain information that is relevant to its intended audience. The information developed for these audiences is also available on the Department’s web site.
In addition to direct contact with the public, we utilize other providers throughout the state to assist us in promoting the Department. Through its involvement with statewide Workforce System partnerships and the statewide Governance Group, the Department has established a network of referral sources to tap into populations who may not be directly contacted by the Department or may not initially believe or realize the Department is a resource for them.
One added component to the marketing effort will be the development of new outreach strategies to reach minority groups in Iowa, specifically the Hispanic community. The Department will make the newly developed marketing materials available in Spanish and seek out reliable and timely interpreting services.
Plans for Establishing, Developing, or Improving Community Rehabilitation Programs (CRP), if applicable

The Department utilizes CRPs throughout Iowa when necessary for job coaching, assessments, training, or placement in supported employment. As the Statewide Comprehensive Needs Assessment demonstrated, a small percentage of the Department’s clients require services from the CRPs. Our small pool of clients makes it difficult to build models of on-going collaboration. Developing individualized services with the CRP as the need arises is the approach the Department has found works best for the client and the CRPs. Also, because few CRP personnel have extensive experience in working with blind individuals, the Department works closely with CRP staff as necessary to ensure the client receives training and other services that appropriately addresses any additional impairment the client may have as well as the client’s blindness or vision loss. 
Strategies to Improve Performance on Standards and Indicators
The following table shows the Department's performance on the Standards and Indicators for the last three years.

	Performance Indicator
	FFY 09 Outcome
	FFY 10 Outcome
	FFY 11
Outcome

	1.1: Number of Individuals with Employment Outcomes

Performance Standard: Level or equal
	87
	83
	77

	1.2: Individuals Receiving Services under an Individualized Plan for Employment and Percentage with an Employment Outcome

Performance Standard: 68.9%
	76.99%
	76.15%
	79.38%

	1.3: Competitive Employment Outcomes as a Percentage of all Employment Outcomes

Performance Standard: 35.4%
	91.95%
	90.36%
	89.61%

	1.4: Competitive Employment Outcomes for Individuals with Significant Disabilities as a Percentage of all Individuals with Significant Disabilities

Performance Standard: 89.0%
	100%
	100%
	100%

	1.5: Ratio of Average VR Wage to State Wage as a Percentage

Performance Standard: 59.0%
	82.01%
	86.52%
	83.15%

	1.6: Percentage of Individuals Achieving Competitive Employment Outcomes Reporting Own Income as Primary Source of Support at Application and Closure

Performance Standard: 30.4%
	20.00%
	10.67%
	24.64%

	2.1: Access to Services for Minorities

Performance Standard: 80%
Because the Department served fewer than 100 individuals from minority backgrounds, it has submitted a document to RSA describing the Department's policies and steps taken to ensure that individuals with disabilities from minority backgrounds have equal access to VR services, in compliance with Standard 2 requirements.
	69.67%
	114.52%
	82.34%


The Department routinely performs well on the Standards and Indicators. However, the Department has not met Indicator 1.6 in the last three years. This Indicator measures the difference in the percentage of individuals who at application reported their income as the largest single source of support, and the percentage that reported their personal income as the largest single source of support at closure. This measure looks only at those clients who closed successfully. As the Rehabilitation Services Administration notes, those agencies with a high number of individuals entering the VR program employed at application have difficulty in meeting or exceeding the standard for this indicator. On average, fifty-eight percent of the Department’s successful closures indicated they were employed at application. Among the 77 individuals who closed successfully in FFY2011, nearly sixty percent were employed at application.
The number of clients receiving public support also influences Indicator 1.6. On average, forty-nine percent of eligible individuals indicate receiving public support at application compared to fifty-two percent indicating receiving public support at closure. While the Department encourages self-sufficiency, a number of local factors cause barriers to self-sufficiency. Recent reports show that achieving self-support in Iowa is difficult both because of wages and the quality of jobs in the state. Iowa is a low-wage state and the recession that began in 2009 caused wages to fall further. Research on jobs added to the economy since the start of the recession show that the average annual pay for those jobs dropped by $5,000 compared to the annual pay for jobs that were lost during the recession. Meanwhile cost of living research has shown that in Iowa each parent in a two-parent, two-child household must earn a minimum of $12.44 per hour to cover very basic needs. This hourly wage is an increase over the $10.62 per hour needed to cover costs in 2008. A single person with no children must earn $11.48 per hour to meet the cost of basic needs. Many clients rely on a combination of earnings, income from a spouse or family member, Social Security benefits, and other public supports to meet their basic needs. (The State of Working Iowa 2011 and The Cost of Living in Iowa (2010), The Iowa Policy Project.)
The Department recognizes that reliance on public support is not an ideal situation, but is necessary for many Iowans, including those who are blind or visually impaired. The Department will be implementing new procedures to give all clients receiving Social Security benefits the opportunity to receive individualized benefits counseling so that they make informed decisions about working and earnings.
Assisting Other Components of the Statewide Workforce Investment System in Assisting Iowans who are Blind or Visually Impaired
Iowans with disabilities, including those who are blind or visually impaired, have access to a number of employment-related services through the statewide workforce investment system. To ensure that blind job seekers have full access to the employment services they need, the Department has maintained working relationships with other state agencies providing employment services to Iowans through its partnerships with the sixteen Regional Workforce Investment Boards and through its participation in the Governance Group.

The Governance Group includes administrative personnel from the Iowa Developmental Disability Council, the Office of Persons with Disabilities – Department of Human Rights, Iowa Vocational Rehabilitation Services (IVRS), Department of Human Services, Workforce Development, Department of Education and the Department for the Blind. The purpose of the Governance Group is to ensure that partner agencies deliver quality employment services to individuals with disabilities by addressing the barriers to collaborative efforts that their varying policies and procedures can create. Department staff will continue to participate in joint efforts such as the Employers Disability Resource Network (EDRN) which seeks to increase employment of persons with disabilities by pooling agency resources and providing technical expertise to employers throughout the state. 
A Department staff person has participated in the planning and oversight team for Iowa’s Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) Program since 2006. The funding for this program will expire in June 2012. Staff from Iowa Workforce Development, Department of Human Services, IVRS, and the Department for the Blind are currently seeking ways to continue this important service to Iowans with disabilities.
The Department is actively engaged in working with the workforce system partners. These efforts ensure that our VR clients have access to all employment services available and that the partner agencies have access to Department staff when technical assistance or information is needed.

Strategies to Achieve Goals and Priorities identified in Attachment 4.11(c)(1)
VR Goal 1: All blind and visually impaired Iowans who require Vocational Rehabilitation services to obtain or retain employment receive them.
Strategy: Continue utilizing the long-range marketing and outreach plan developed in 2009 to increase awareness of and referrals to the Department.
Timeline: On-going
Measures: The following measures will be used to gauge progress toward the goal:

· Number of Referrals Compared to Previous Year.
· Percentage of New Referrals to Re-referrals.
· Percentage of Referrals Aged 14 to 64.
· Number of Applications Compared to Previous Year.
VR Goal 2: All blind and visually impaired transition age youth and young adults experience employment outcomes that are commensurate with those of older blind and visually impaired Iowans.

Strategy: Utilize part-time employment placements as performance measures for Youth VR Counselors and provide Job Seeking seminars designed specifically for clients attending post-secondary school. 
Timeline: Develop Job Seeking Seminars by end of FFY2013. The employment placement measures have appeared on the Youth VR Counselors’ Individual Performance Plan and Evaluation since FFY2011.
Measures: The following measures will be used to gauge progress toward the goal:

· Percentage of individuals aged 14-24 at application who close successfully employed after services.

· Number of transition age youth and young adults placed in part-time employment for the purposes of obtaining work experience. (In these instances, the case will remain open until the employment goal has been achieved.)
VR Goal 3: All blind and visually impaired Iowans achieve the highest quality of employment outcome that is commensurate with their strengths, resources, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabilities, interests, and informed choice.

Strategy 1: Provide a longer period for job stabilization before closure in cases where a client is working toward achieving more hours, and require additional documentation for cases closing in employment at less than twenty hours per week.
Strategy 2: Ensure all clients receiving Social Security Disability Insurance and/or Supplemental Security Income have the opportunity to receive individualized benefits counseling from a certified Benefits Planner.
Timeline: Implementation of strategies by 10/1/2012.
Measures: The following measures will be used to gauge progress toward the goal:

· Percentage of Full-time Closures (32 Hours or more per week).
· Average Hours Worked per Week at Closure.
· Average Hourly Wages at Closure.
· Percentage of SSI & SSDI beneficiaries receiving benefits planning services.
SE Goal: All blind and visually impaired Iowans who require supported employment services to obtain or retain competitive employment receive them.

Strategy: Research new procedures for managing supported employment cases and develop strategic plan for supported employment services.
Timeline: Initiate strategy in FFY2013.
Measures: The following measures will be used to gauge progress toward this goal:

· Number of closed individuals who had supported employment services on their Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE).


· Percentage of individuals who close successfully employed after receiving supported employment services

· Percentage individuals with identified secondary disabilities who close successfully employed after services.

Strategies to Support Innovation and Expansion Activities 

The Department will utilize the following strategies in the development and implementation of innovative approaches to expand and improve VR services to blind and visually impaired Iowans under the State Plan and for the support of the Statewide Independent Living Council.
Iowa Self Employment (ISE) Program for Persons with Disabilities
The Iowa Self Employment program for Persons with Disabilities is a collaborative effort between IVRS and the Department. The purpose of this program is to provide technical and financial assistance to qualified individuals with disabilities whose desired vocational outcome is self-employment. 

Statewide Independent Living Council
Pursuant to the existing state plan for independent living the Department allocated $ 9,000 from title I funds and $ 8,089 from part B funds for each of the three years ending September 30, 2013.
Strategies to Overcome Barriers Relating to Equitable Access to and Participation of Blind and Visual Impaired Iowans in the Vocational Rehabilitation Program and the Supported Employment Program
The Department for the Blind does not discriminate in eligibility for VR services or in the provision of VR services or programs based on gender, race, national origin, color, disability, or age. Demographic information collected at application is used in aggregate for internal monitoring as well as for mandatory reports. 

All staff are encouraged to participate in training programs designed to expand knowledge and awareness of diversity issues. In addition, the Department addresses potential language barriers by providing interpreters, as needed, at no cost to the applicant or client. The Department will be investigating the translation of written marketing materials into Spanish.
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