
SECTION III--APPLICATION NARRATIVE


(1) NEED FOR PROJECT
 
Identification of Gaps and Weaknesses.  

The educational and employment achievements of transition-age youth and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired fall far behind those of their sighted peers.  National studies indicate that over seventy percent of working-age adults who are blind or severely visually impaired are unemployed, a rate substantially higher than that of the general population of other disability subgroups.  (Kirchner & Schneidler, 1997)  The significance of this statistic for the future of today's generation of children with visual impairments is sobering not only for the children themselves, their families, and the professionals who serve them, but also for society as a whole.  While losing the skills, talents, and taxes these young people would have contributed, society will also bear the high cost of supporting them financially.  Based on SSI and SSDI average payments and unpaid tax estimates, the cost of a lifetime of support and unpaid taxes for one blind person has been estimated by the Social Security Administration at almost one million dollars.  

The causes of this problem are complex.  Professor Ruby Ryles points out that the majority of transition-age youth are not receiving the best training opportunities possible to learn the blindness skills and develop the self-confidence they need, as adults,  to live independently and work competitively: 

 AExcessive rehabilitation dollars are spent annually on visually impaired young adults who are recent graduates of public (and residential) school programs for visually impaired children.  Rehabilitation programs that were originally designed to retrain adventitiously blind adults designate a large portion of their annual budgets to congenitally visually impaired adults who, in theory, should have been >habilitated= in childhood education programs. But in reality, many visually impaired young adults are not sufficiently 

accomplished in literacy or alternative skills to complete higher-level degrees or obtain employment.@  (Ryles, 2002)

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) has done little to solve this problem.  An American Council of the Blind (ACB) IDEA Task Force concludes that the educational system developed under this law is fundamentally flawed and does not educate blind children to their full potential.  They find that IDEA focuses too much on process rather than performance and favors philosophical principles such as the least restrictive environment and full inclusion over meeting the individual educational and training needs of each blind child that will lead to his or her success as an adult.  Parents, classroom teachers, and special educators do not have the knowledge or training necessary to design or carry out an educational program that includes instruction in orientation and mobility, daily living skills, and other blindness-specific skills so essential to effective and competitive functioning in the real world.  Blind children are isolated socially and academically.  They are ignored by their classmates, leading to poor social development and low self-esteem, and they are not given simultaneous access to the variety of print information that is constantly available to sighted students. This isolation has resulted in woefully inadequate academic and social learning, leaving blind students ill equipped for self‑direction, independent living, and employment.  Most important, blind children are routinely excluded from the career counseling and exploration mandated for sighted students.  This exclusion, the Task Force concludes, has a devastating impact on the future of these children: 

AWe cannot and must not judge the success of education simply on the basis of academic performance. Clearly, as a recent OSERS survey indicated, when 95 percent of the blind students graduating from high school have held no job or participated in any extra‑curricular activities, we must question their possession of the social tools they need to survive in the post‑school world.@  (ACB IDEA Task Force, 2002)

Iowa=s transition-age youth and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired face many of the same barriers to autonomy and achievement as their counterparts in the rest of the country.  They receive ineffective and inconsistent transition and other services through the Iowa Department of Education=s Area Education Agency (AEA) K-12 service delivery system and through the state=s residential school for the blind, the Iowa Braille and Sight-Saving School (IBSSS).  Not all of the nine AEA=s have a Teacher of the Visually Impaired (TVI), and only one of the currently employed TVI=s is blind.  Few students receive full instruction under the Expanded Core Curriculum (ECC) model, which should include training in such areas as recreation and leisure, visual efficiency, use of assistive technology, social interaction, compensatory skills like communications and orientation and mobility, self-determination skills, and career awareness.  The instruction they do receive uses the traditional guided learning approach, which fosters dependence on the instructor by emphasizing rote learning, ensuring safety, and maximizing the use of residual vision.  In this approach, the teacher visually monitors students closely while providing very detailed instructions on performing specific tasks.  Students are not expected to solve the problems they encounter independently or to apply what they have learned in one lesson to another.  

Because of this inadequate training, many of these young people graduate from high school without the blindness skills and self-confidence they need to live on their own, to succeed in post-secondary education, and to work competitively.  Isolated in their home communities, they rarely come into contact with competent blind adults.  Victims of the low expectations placed upon them by their families, educators, and society as a whole, they have not learned the effective blindness techniques that will allow them to travel about independently, take care of their own personal needs, and interact appropriately with the public.  Unable to make realistic assessments of their own abilities and talents, they often choose careers at which they have little or no chance of success.  Embarrassed by their blindness, they try to perform tasks visually when nonvisual techniques are more efficient and effective.  Many of them fail to recognize that they are not performing at their highest potential, and even if they do recognize it, they do not have the problem-solving skills they need to deal successfully with their dilemma.  They remain unemployed or underemployed for years, relying on Supplemental Security Income (SSI) as their major or even sole source of support.  (Oddo, 2002)

Many of Iowa=s blind youth and young adults encounter the same problems faced by their counterparts in the rest of the country.  They do not receive the transition and other services necessary to take them seamlessly from school to adult life.  They fall victim to uncoordinated approaches to transition across service systems, lack of incentives or supports for early transition planning, and lack of school and community supports.  Despite repeated efforts to correct this misunderstanding, valuable planning time is lost because initial referrals are often incorrectly made to the Iowa Department for the Blind=s (IDB) sister agency, the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation Services (DVRS).  Frequently, too, these referrals are not made until students are at least sixteen years of age, and the Individualized Education Plan (IEP) and the Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) are often not coordinated until just before graduation.  As a result, blind students do not have the opportunity to learn about and participate in many of the valuable transition services the IDB has to offer, including winter retreats and summer camps.  Instead of tapping the expertise of the Department=s Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Counselors, for example, local Work Experience Coordinators, knowing little about blindness, routinely find it difficult to place blind students in meaningful work experience situations.  

The lack of seamless transition services received by Iowa=s blind youth is due largely to the discontinuity of approaches to blindness upon which these two service streams are based.  The services provided through the AEA=s and IBSSS use a more custodial approach to blindness, which is founded on the beliefs that the problems of blindness are inherent in the vision loss itself, that blindness imposes upon a person severe limitations that cannot be overcome, that visual techniques are intrinsically better than nonvisual ones, and that the degree of one=s success is inextricably tied to the degree of one=s visual acuity.  The services offered through the IDB, on the other hand, are founded on a positive philosophy of blindness.  This approach contends that blind people represent a cross section of the general population, that the real problem of blindness is not the loss of eyesight but the misconceptions society holds about it, that blind persons can compete successfully in the workplace if they receive the proper blindness training and the opportunity to put it into practice, and that blindness can be reduced to a mere characteristic with nuisance value if it is only understood properly.  These philosophies are so diametrically opposed and steeped in emotion that over forty years of intense and often angry debates have done little to bring the opposing sides closer together.  Rejecting the Department=s positive approach to blindness as unreasonable and even harmful to blind persons, Iowa=s educators who follow the more traditional approach have often actively dissuaded their blind and visually impaired students from taking advantage of the full range of Department services.

The services provided by the IDB have been carefully aligned so that they consistently implement the positive philosophy of blindness upon which they are based.  The Department is the state agency responsible for providing most of the services Iowans who are blind or severely visually impaired need to live independently and work competitively.  Its mission is to be Athe means for persons who are blind to obtain for themselves universal access and full participation as citizens in whatever roles they may choose.@  The Department carries out its mission through its four divisions: the Library for the Blind and Physically Handicapped; Field Operations, which includes Vocational Rehabilitation and Independent Living services; the Business Enterprises Program; and the Adult Orientation and Adjustment Center, where the current Transition Program is housed.  Through Project ASSIST with Windows and Project ASSIST with Windows Online, the IDB has become nationally recognized for its expertise in the field of assistive technology.  The success of the Iowa model of rehabilitation and its components is evidenced by the high quality and quantity of the employment outcomes this agency achieves year after year as measured by the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) Standards and Indicators.  The Department=s broad range of knowledge and expertise will be tapped to ensure the success of the five-year Pathfinders model demonstration mentoring project proposed in this application.  


Addressing Gaps and Weaknesses.  

The IDB has already begun to address the gaps in the transition and other rehabilitation services it provides to transition-age youth and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired.  The Department has hired a Transition Specialist who recruits participants for and coordinates a three-part highly successful transition program for transition-age youth.  In the first part, teens ages fourteen and older attend two weekend retreats, where they participate in discussions and activities that build not only self-confidence and blindness skills but also a strong, positive relationship with the Department.  The second part of the program is a series of summer Acamps@ for blind teens who are at least sixteen years of age and who are candidates for competitive employment.  Camp Discovery consists of three two-week camps through which participants develop self-confidence and learn effective blindness skills and then apply what they have learned by doing volunteer work and exploring future careers.  The third part, Stepping Stones, provides one-on-one instruction to those blind teens who need intensive training in basic independent-living skills before they can move on to more advanced training.  (See Appendix A for program brochures.)  As a result of these programs, these teens are developing self-confidence, raising their expectations about their future, learning effective blindness skills, and choosing to take advantage of other Department services, including additional intensive training through the regular Adult Orientation and Adjustment Center program.  No vehicle exists, however, to reinforce this valuable training during the months when the retreats and camps are not in session.  

The Department is also enhancing the transition and rehabilitation services it provides to the young adults it serves.  Well-trained VR Counselors and other staff guide these individuals carefully through the rehabilitation process from application to successful case closure, providing them with the services, tools, and information they need to make truly informed choices.  Within the regular training program, the Orientation Center offers a College Survival Seminar for prospective and current blind college students.  The IDB provides all students pursuing post-secondary education with a student handbook and asks them to attend an annual College Day to learn effective blindness techniques for attending school, exploring careers, and finding and engaging in competitive employment.  (See Appendix B for the 2003 College Day Agenda.)  Again, though, the IDB has no vehicle in place to reinforce these important experiences on a regular basis.  

As the sole state VR agency serving Iowans who are blind or severely visually impaired, the IDB recognizes the need for transition-age youth and young adults to have regular contact with positive blind role models.  Every effort is made to hire competent, qualified blind employees in every division of the agency, including the Transition Program.  The three members of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, the governing body of the agency, are blind.  The Department=s Director is blind, as are many staff, including the heads of the four divisions that make up the agency.  Blind consumers often visit the Department and share their experiences with students in the Orientation Center and the Transition Program.  Although these blind staff and consumers serve as excellent role models for transitioning youth and young adults, they do not substitute for the benefits that would result from an ongoing comprehensive mentoring program.  

Transitioning youth and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired must, early in their academic training, develop the self-confidence and learn the blindness, social, self-advocacy, and problem-solving skills essential for true independence, community integration, and raised expectations for academic success and high quality employment outcomes.  Blind mentors with whom they can identify and share interests can have a lifelong positive effect upon these young people.  These mentors can help them eliminate the barriers they face to autonomy, community integration, and academic and career success by motivating them to develop social competence, academic motivation, career awareness, and the other skills necessary for employment and independent living.  Therefore, the Iowa Department for the Blind is requesting funding for Pathfinders, a five-year project through which we will design, develop, implement, and evaluate a comprehensive statewide mentoring program that uses effective research-based mentoring methods, collaborates with the membership of the state=s two blind consumer-controlled, membership organizations, and enhances and improves the transition and rehabilitation services being provided to the target population by increasing the quantity and quality of their community integration, success in post-secondary education, and high-quality employment outcomes.  


(2) SIGNIFICANCE
(I)
The Extent to Which Mentoring Increases Academic Achievement, Access to Post-Secondary Education, and High-Quality Employment Outcomes for Transitioning Youths and Young Adults with Disabilities.  

Pathfinders, the five-year model demonstration mentoring project being proposed by the IDB for funding, will show how an effective comprehensive mentoring program can yield measurable quantitative and qualitative increases in meaningful community involvement, success in post-secondary education, and high-quality employment outcomes for transitioning youths and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired.  Through contact with competent blind adults, these young people will develop the self-confidence and learn the blindness, decision-making, problem-solving, and other skills they need to succeed in school, work, and personal lives.  Properly designed and implemented, a comprehensive mentoring program can be a powerful tool for helping young blind individuals achieve high-quality independent-living, educational,  and employment goals. 

Through the addition of a mentoring component to the transition and rehabilitation services they already receive, members of the target population will be provided with appropriate supports based on their unique strengths, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabilities, interests, and informed choice.  Young mentees will be matched with blind mentors who share common interests and career goals.  These mentors will be individuals who are self-confident, positive about their blindness, use effective blindness skills, and have demonstrated success in post-secondary education and employment.  Iowa=s two consumer-controlled, membership organizations of the blind, the Iowa Council of the United Blind (ICUB) and the National Federation of the Blind of Iowa (NFBI), are a rich source of these competent blind persons.  These groups and their parent organizations, the American Council of the Blind (ACB) and the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) respectively, have had extensive experience with both informal and formal mentoring programs.  (Remhild, 2000; Hilliker, 1999; Braille Mentoring Project, 2002)  Both ICUB and the NFBI have agreed to collaborate with the IDB in this project and have written letters in support of it.  As a result of early and repeated contacts with successful blind individuals as mentors, young blind Iowans will become empowered to maximize their employment, economic self-sufficiency, independence, and integration into society.  

(II)
The Expected Goal of How Many Youths and Young Adults with Disabilities Will Transition into Post-Secondary Education or Achieve High-Quality Employment Outcomes.  

Based upon the funding available, projected costs for the project, and the number of VR clients who fall within the demographic parameters of the grant requirements, we estimate that at least eighty youths and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired will participate in the Pathfinders program over the five-year duration of the project.  That number may increase, however, if we determine during the project=s implementation that more young people can be served without jeopardizing the quality of the program.  The IDB is currently serving 449 active VR clients, 158 or approximately one-third of whom are between the ages of 16 and 26.  Our database shows that 52 blind or severely visually impaired youth ages fourteen and fifteen currently live in Iowa, most of whom will become VR clients in the next two years.  

(III)
The Potential Contribution of the Proposed Project to Increased Knowledge or Understanding of Rehabilitation Problems, Issues, or Effective Strategies.  

This project will contribute to the increased knowledge and understanding of rehabilitation problems, issues, and effective strategies.  As Katherine M. Nagle points out in her article, ATransition to Employment to Community Life for Youths with Visual Impairments: Current Status and Future Directions,@ what are now considered by professionals in the field to be best transition practices are not yielding positive outcomes for youth who are visually impaired.  Despite the fact that they are more likely to complete their post-secondary education than are their sighted counterparts, blind youths are not experiencing, as adults,  a related increase in employment opportunities, social involvement, or independent living situations.  ADespite substantial progress in all outcome areas,@ she states, Ayoung people with disabilities [including those with visual impairments] continue to lag behind those without disabilities on all measures of post-school outcomes.@  (2001) 

This project will contribute new and exciting dimensions to the transition and rehabilitation services offered to this population by state VR agencies.  It will demonstrate, for example, that VR agencies can benefit greatly from having a positive collaborative relationship with the state=s consumer-controlled, membership  organizations of the blind.  The IDB has maintained such a relationship for decades.  The Director has an open-door policy to facilitate communication with blind consumers, staff regularly attend and present at local and statewide meetings of ICUB and the NFBI, and input on agency policies and procedures is actively and regularly sought from these organizations and from individual consumers as well.  

The project will also result in a proven mentoring program that can be adapted, replicated and implemented successfully by other VR agencies and disability organizations.  The mentoring model developed under this project will incorporate effective, research‑based mentoring methods that have been proven to be successful.  Subject to both internal and external evaluations, it will demonstrate whether a comprehensive mentoring program can have a substantial impact on the adult lives of blind youths and young adults.  Strategies for developing and implementing a similar program will be disseminated widely for replication by other state VR agencies and disability organizations.

(3) QUALITY OF PROJECT DESIGN
(I) 
The Extent to Which Program Goals, Intended Program Outcomes, Are Well-Defined with Operational Guidelines That Will Support These Goals.  

The goals of this project are well defined.  The IDB=s proposed five-year model mentoring project, Pathfinders, will collaborate with ICUB and the NFBI to achieve three goals for the target population of transition-age youth and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired:  

1.  To increase meaningful community integration.

2.  To increase success in post-secondary education.

3.  To achieve high-quality employment outcomes.

The objective measure of the program=s success will be evaluated by the number of individuals served who are living independently and participating in community activities, making substantive advances in actual academic achievement, and attaining, maintaining, or advancing in high-quality employment.  Upon entering the program, Transition-age students will be measured on their grade point average, attendance record, and future plans for academic pursuits.  Young adults will complete a self-report measure of their career interests, choices, and  aspirations, as well as a description of their current job status.  Based on these initial measures, each mentored client will be evaluated at the end of each year of the program.  Statistical evaluation of mean group differences on the various quantitative measures will demonstrate significant effects for the Pathfinder program.  Beyond statistical significance, however, mentored clients will be evaluated individually to identify if the program is meeting their unique goals.  Appropriate changes will be made to ensure that no individual is left behind. We will also cooperate with the external evaluator in developing an external evaluation and establishing a common data system.  

Pathfinders has been designed to complement, enhance, and expand our current Transition Program.  Through it, the age range of the target population is expanded from 16-21 to 16-26 years of age, the number and kinds of supports that population receives are increased, and those supports are maintained through the achievement of employment outcomes.  The goals of Pathfinders also dovetail with the goals of our current Transition Program:

1.  To develop effective and efficient alternative techniques of blindness.

2.  To develop self-confidence and a positive attitude about blindness.

3.  To develop appropriate socialization skills.

4.  To develop appropriate employment goals.

5.  To develop a positive relationship with the Iowa Department for the Blind.

By working together, the current Transition Program and the new comprehensive mentoring program will help participants lay the foundation for true personal and economic independence in adult life.  

The operational guidelines of this project will support its goals.  The operational design of Pathfinders is based primarily on the effective research-based mentoring methods outlined by Gloria D. Campbell-Whatley, EdD, in AMentoring Students with Mild Disabilities: The 'Nuts and Bolts' of Program Development.@ She provides step-by-step guidelines for involving personnel who have contact with mentees; determination of program goals; definition of the target population; selection of program staff, mentors, and mentees; and orientation and training of mentors and mentees. (2001)  Although Campbell-Whatley=s study involves the mentoring of students with mild disabilities, the guidelines she outlines apply as well to transitioning youths and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired.  

Additional research on mentorship programs show that a significant amount of time in the program--at least six months--with regular meetings at least three times per month is most effective at increasing successful outcomes (Keating et al., 2002).   Achieving the goals of the program will be accomplished most efficaciously through raising the student's self-esteem, self-confidence, decision making, self-advocacy, interpersonal and work-related skills, and social competency (Hutto and Hare, 1997; Albert and Luzzo, 1999; Rumrill, 1999).  Attaining these objective and intermediate goals will occur through comprehensive didactic and group career exploration exercises and learning such non-visual skills of blindness as orientation and mobility, Braille reading and writing, access technology, and activities of daily living.  In addition, all blind and visually impaired youth and young adults will participate in comprehensive didactic and group seminars aimed at discussing one=s own attitudes about vision loss, common myths and stereotypes about blindness, and strategies for interacting with the public.  Most important, a group workshop on career exploration, career planning, and workplace expectations will be scheduled for all participants, while mentors and VR counselors work with the youth and young adults individually to identify and build specific knowledge and skills for each student's chosen career path.  To ensure that the goals and objectives of the program will be accomplished, a comprehensive plan of operation has been developed.  

Year One.  
Pathfinders is a five-year project that will begin on October 1, 2003.  In the first year, the pre-program phase of the project, a Transition Mentoring Specialist will be recruited, hired, and trained extensively in the IDB=s philosophy, culture, and services, particularly the Transition Program.  This training will include comprehensive attitudinal and blindness-skills training in the Orientation Center and participation in a week-long New-Staff Seminar.  The Mentoring Specialist will then begin to lay the foundation for the program by establishing collaborative partnerships among the Transition Specialist, VR counselors, members of the target population and their families and educators, and the state=s two consumer-controlled, membership organizations of the blind.  Prospective mentors and mentees will then be recruited.

The Mentoring Specialist will also coordinate and develop training materials for five workshops that will serve as the core of the project=s implementation. During this initial phase of the project, a Research Consultant and Research Assistant will be hired to develop the instruments that will measure the project=s outcomes both quantitatively and qualitatively.  They will also be responsible for coordinating the project with the external evaluator.

Year Two. 
 In the second year of the project, twenty mentors will be matched with twenty mentees.  Due to geographical constraints and career interests, some mentees may have more than one mentor.  Through five regularly scheduled workshops, participants will receive extensive training in the mentoring process, the development of blindness skills, the importance of a positive attitude about blindness, advocacy, and employment.  The themes of self-confidence, raised expectations, empowerment, and self-determination will tie the workshops together.  The project may contract with national authorities to do presentations on workshop topics.  

Workshop 1.  Orientation to Pathfinders.  All mentors, mentees, and appropriate IDB staff  will attend this workshop to receive intensive and comprehensive training on the program=s goals, rules, expectations, resources, and plans.  Mentors and mentees will be introduced to each other and will learn their roles in the mentoring process.  Participating youth and young adults will complete a battery of tests to obtain a baseline measure in the areas of self‑confidence, self‑esteem, decision making skills, career interests and plans, and blindness attitudes and adjustment skills.  Participants will have an opportunity to provide written and oral feedback on the effectiveness of this and following training sessions.  Between scheduled activities, mentors and mentees will build their relationship by communicating regularly in person, on the phone, or electronically.  To facilitate the growth of their mentoring relationship, they will be provided with possible topics for discussion.  

Workshop 2.  The Development of Blindness Skills.  To help lay the foundation for success in school, work, and the community, the topic of the second workshop is blindness skills.  Experts will present information and demonstrations of nonvisual techniques in such areas as travel with the long white cane, activities of daily living, Braille, and assistive technology.  Stress will be placed on the importance of developing problem-solving skills.  Participants will have opportunities to discuss openly the pros and cons of various approaches and the positive effect the mastering of blindness skills can have on one=s life.  High and low-tech devices like computers equipped with speech, electronic note takers, supplies for Braille reading and writing, and aids for daily living will be made available for loan so that mentors and mentees can practice important blindness skills together in their home communities.

Workshop 3.  The Importance of a Positive Attitude About Blindness.  The third workshop will deal directly with the importance of developing self-confidence and a positive attitude about blindness.  Presenters will address personal and societal misconceptions and stereotypes about blindness, the effects these notions have on blind persons, and strategies for dealing with these misconceptions and the discrimination that often results from them.  Opportunities will be provided for participants to discuss and problem solve through situations they have personally encountered.  Participants will be provided with relevant materials that they can use in the day-to-day mentoring process.  

Regular contacts between mentors and mentees will continue to take place.  These contacts could include discussions about blindness-related issues, the teaching and demonstration of blindness techniques, participation in recreational activities, career exploration, and job shadowing.  The Transition Mentoring Specialist and appropriate IDB staff will continue to make regular contacts with mentors and mentees to provide support and encouragement.  

Workshop 4.  Advocacy.  The fifth Pathfinders workshop will teach participants the skills of advocacy and how to use the advocacy resources available to them.  Presenters will discuss strategies for increasing personal advocacy and assertiveness.  Participants will learn how to navigate through service-delivery systems.  They will gain useful information about the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), Social Security programs, and other relevant legislation.  They will also learn about such services as Newsline for the Blind, the Iowa Radio-Reading Information Service (IRIS), America's Jobline, and the American Foundation for the Blind=s (AFB) Career Connect.  ICUB and the NFBI will present overviews of their organizations and the national, state, and local issues in which they are involved.  Throughout the project, participants will be encouraged to attend local, state, and national meetings of the ACD, NFB, and their affiliates.  

Workshop 5.  Employment.  The final workshop will deal with career exploration and job training, placement, and retention.  Presenters will discuss how to use such tools as career interest inventories to find a job that meets individual talents, interests, and capabilities. The importance of having appropriate social skills and of developing good work habits through volunteer and part-time work will be emphasized.  Techniques for finding and retaining a job will also be covered.  This workshop will be supplemented by the IDB=s annual College Day, to which Pathfinders participants will be invited to learn about effective blindness techniques for pursuing post-secondary education.

The end of the final workshop will be marked with a dinner and award ceremony.  As the meal is served, participants will be instructed in the useful nonvisual techniques and proper etiquette for dining in a fine restaurant.  A speaker will pull together the themes and information from each of the workshops, and participants will have an opportunity to share their experiences and goals attained over the year.  Certificates of completion will be awarded to all mentors and mentees to provide support and encouragement.  

Although formal training will end with the final workshop, mentors and mentees will continue to meet to discuss education and career issues, develop blindness skills, solve together any problems encountered, and provide general support and encouragement.  Ideally, the formal mentoring relationship will not end until the mentee has attained or retained successful employment.  Throughout this process, the Transition Mentoring Specialist and other appropriate IDB staff will continue to provide advice, encouragement, and other supports.  

One month after the completion of the last workshop, all youth and young adults in the program will complete the battery of instruments designed to measure increases in self‑confidence, self‑esteem, decision-making, career interest, and community integration.  Members of the comparison group who did not participate in the training will also complete the tests.  At the same time, mentors will have an opportunity to provide oral and written feedback and evaluations on the effectiveness of the training they have received so that modifications may be made.  

Years Three and Four.  
In the third and fourth years of the project, the cycles of training workshops, mentoring, pre- and post-tests, and evaluations  will be repeated with new sets of twenty mentors and twenty mentees each year.  Modifications in the training will be made at the end of each cycle based on feedback and evaluations from the previous set of participants.  Mentors and mentees who have already completed their training will be asked to report on the progress of their mentoring relationship every six months until that relationship ends.  These individuals may also be asked to present at future workshops and to provide guidance for new participants of the program.  

Year Five.  
In the last year of the Pathfinders program, the recruitment-training cycle will be repeated for a fourth time.  Six months before the end of the project--April 2008--the Research Consultant and the Research Assistant will work with the Transition Mentoring Specialist to begin gathering and analyzing the data produced to determine the final outcomes of the project.  At the same time, the Mentoring Specialist will write a report on the program and its results, including mentoring strategies and models, for dissemination and replication during the last six months of the project.

(II)
The Outreach Methods Used to Select Project Participants.  
The IDB will collaborate with educators, members of the target population and their families, and members of ICUB and the NFBI to locate mentors and mentees for the program.  Blind and visually impaired youth and young adults between the ages of 16 and 26 who reside in the state of Iowa and who have an open VR case with the IDB will be contacted and asked to participate in Pathfinders.  Approximately twenty youth and young adults will be selected for participation in the first year of the program, while an additional 20 will be placed on a waiting list to serve as a comparison group.  Individuals from both groups will complete all pre- and post-program measures, and the clients in the comparison group will be given the opportunity to participate in year two of the program.  As individuals are contacted and apply for the program, they will be placed alternately  one in the program and one on the waiting list.  While this procedure does not ensure random assignment, it will help to minimize the effects of history and selection bias (See  Keating et al., 2002).  

Campbell-Whatley (2001) has identified gender, race, age and personality as good predictors for matching mentors and mentees.  Consequently, applications will request information about the potential mentee=s demographics, education, and work preferences and goals.  In addition, each applicant will also complete a short survey asking about the individual=s unique strengths, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabilities, interests, and preferences.  This information will help the Transition Mentoring Specialist appropriately match mentors with mentees.  

At the same time, appropriate mentors will also be recruited.  Campbell-Whatley (2001) stated that, beyond demographic and personality characteristics of the potential mentees, adults who are genuine, dependable, and especially empathetic will make the best mentors.  The Mentoring Specialist will ask representatives of ICUB and the NFBI to recommend all interested members who may meet this criteria.  In addition, the Specialist will utilize other state and national registries to locate successful blind and visually impaired mentors in Iowa who may not be affiliated with a consumer organization.  These individuals will be contacted and asked to consider participating in the program.  All potential mentors will be informed fully of the goals, expectations, responsibilities, and time commitments, as well as the personal and professional rewards they will experience.  

Once an initial pool of mentors has been developed, these individuals will be asked to fill out both an application to obtain their demographic, educational and work profiles and a survey to determine their unique strengths, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabilities, interests and preferences.  They will also write a short essay in which they describe how they have coped with vision loss, achieved success in the three goal areas of the project, and are prepared to serve as a qualified mentor. Expert raters will then evaluate these applicants based on objective criteria that measure their expressed empathy, genuineness, and experience.  The Specialist will then use the information gathered from both groups to achieve the best match of mentor-mentee pairs possible.  Once the program begins, mentors and mentees will be asked independently about the appropriateness of their match, and adjustments will be made as necessary.

(III) 
The Extent to Which a Plan to Widely Disseminate the Results of the Project, Including Mentoring Methods that Demonstrated Positive Results, May Be Adapted, Replicated, or Integrated by Other State VR Agencies and Disability Organizations.  

The Pathfinders project includes an extensive plan to disseminate fully the results of the program for adaptation, replication, and integration by other state VR agencies and disability organizations.  

At designated points in the project, objective and subjective data will be collected.  The Research Consultant and Research Assistant will analyze and evaluate these data and determine the extent of the progress made by program participants.  At the close of year one, and again at the close of each subsequent year, this information will be written into report form.  

This information will be disseminated in several ways.  The literature review, methodology, instrumentation, results, and other findings will be written in a manner consistent with most prestigious peer-reviewed journals and submitted for publication.  Articles about the project will also be submitted to the NFB=s Braille Monitor and the ACB=s Braille Forum.  This information will also be made available on the IDB=s fully accessible web site.  The collected information will then be reorganized into presentation format, complete with program brochures and simplified charts and descriptions.  These materials will be made available in such alternative media as Braille, large print, and 

e-text.  The Mentoring Specialist will make every attempt to present the Pathfinders program and the degree of its success to the national and state conventions of the two participating consumer-controlled, membership  organizations and to the National Counsel of State Agencies for the Blind (NCSAB), National Rehabilitation Association (NRA), National Counsel of Rehabilitation Educators (NCRE), the Counsel of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation (CSAVR), and other interested groups.

(IV) 
The Plan for Measuring the Outcomes of the Disseminations.  
Contained within each peer-reviewed journal article is a means by which interested parties can contact the author for additional information or to request more details of the program.  Tracking these requests will identify the dissemination success of the publication.  The project report on the IDB web site will include an e-mail link to facilitate contact with the Mentoring Specialist.  After presentations to interested groups, the presenter will hand out business cards containing contact information for program staff and will ask members of the audience to make an evaluation of the presentation and the program itself.  The combination of these methods will ensure that the information is properly disseminated and that feedback is received from the intended audiences.  


(4) QUALITY OF PROJECT SERVICES
(I) 

The Quality and Sufficiency of Strategies for Ensuring Equal Access and Treatment for Eligible Project Participants Who Are Members of Groups that Have Traditionally Been Under-Represented, Based on Race, Color, National Origin, Gender, Age, or Disability.  
As with all services provided through the IDB, individuals with disabilities from minority backgrounds will receive equal access and treatment, and every effort will be made to meet their needs throughout this project.  All materials will be produced and distributed in alternative media, and interpreters will be provided for deaf-blind participants.  Iowa=s minority population contains a significant number of first-generation displaced Bosnians and Vietnamese and of first- and second-generation Hispanic individuals.  Although the resultant cultural and language barriers make service delivery a challenge, every effort will be made to provide these individuals with equal access to the program, particularly through the provision of language interpreters and translated materials.  The Mentoring Specialist will also take affirmative steps to ensure that an equitable ratio of women to men and across ethnic groups is attained. 

Access to the Client Assistance Program.  

All individuals who apply for VR services from the IDB are advised of the availability and purposes of the Iowa Client Assistance Program (ICAP).  At the time of this application, they are given, in their medium of choice,  an ICAP brochure, which includes information on the means of seeking assistance under this program. 

(II)
The Extent to Which the Proposed Project Will Increase Self-Advocacy, High-Level Personal and Career Expectations, Decision-Making, and Adjustment to Disability of the Mentored Individuals.  

So that its goals can be reached, the Pathfinders program has been designed to increase significantly the self-advocacy, career and personal expectations, decision-making capability, and adjustment to blindness of the mentored individuals.  Through the training and mentoring components of the program, they will be helped to:

1.  Navigate through the service delivery systems; and

2.  Develop and improve self-confidence, community integration skills, work

     skills, self-determination skills, advocacy, and decision-making.  

1.
Navigate Through the Service-Delivery Systems.  
Through a collaborative effort between the IDB, educators, and appropriate state and federal agencies, the youth and young adults mentored in this program will learn to navigate successfully through the VR, educational, Social Security, employment, and other service-delivery systems they may encounter.  The information they gain through the workshops and their mentors will make it possible for them to understand how each system works, gain the maximum benefit from that system, advocate for themselves, and make truly informed choices.  

2. 
Develop and Improve Self-Confidence and Community-Integration, Work, Self-Determination, Advocacy, and Decision-Making Skills.  
Pathfinders is designed to increase the self-confidence and skill level of the target population.  Rumrill (1999) conducted an intervention program to teach blind and visually impaired adults the social competency skills necessary to compete in academia and employment.  His research demonstrated that this training resulted in significant increases in the clients understanding of the ADA, how to request and receive accommodations, self-advocacy skills, and situational self-efficacy.  Albert and Luzzo (1999) discussed how perceived barriers to employment can have a negative impact on goal setting and perseverance in the face of adversity.  When members of a minority group are unable to find evidence of other members of the same group performing specific careers, they are likely to perceive such employment opportunities as out of their reach.  For this reason, the Pathfinders program will work closely with ICUB, the NFBI, and their parent organizations to locate multiple examples of successful blind and visually impaired adults living independently, participating in community activities, pursuing higher education, and working in a variety of jobs, particularly those in which the mentored individuals are interested. The program=s workshops are specifically designed to teach alternative skills of blindness, develop positive attitudes about blindness, increase knowledge of and access to vocational information, and learn the skills necessary for seeking, obtaining,  and maintaining high-quality employment.  The training provided by the workshops will be reinforced through the ongoing mentoring relationships.  

The Pathfinders program recognizes and will build on the priorities of consumer-controlled, membership organizations of the blind to promote skill training, independence, self-determination, advocacy, and the empowerment of blind and visually impaired youth and young adults through collective action.  The program, therefore, has been designed to place members of the target population in consistent and repeated contact with members of these organizations. The program will encourage participants to attend the local, state-wide, and national conventions of these groups.  Through these contacts, they will learn about timely legislative issues, the availability of academic scholarships, employment opportunities, innovative access technology, and the power of collective support.  As a result of the training and mentoring they receive, the young people participating in Pathfinders will gain the self-confidence and skills they need to achieve their independent living, educational, and employment goals.

(III)
The Extent to Which the Proposed Project Will Measure the Effects of the Mentoring Process for Each Youth and Young Adult with Disabilities.  
The success of the Pathfinders program will  be measured by its effectiveness in increasing community integration, success in post-secondary education, and the acquisition of high-quality employment outcomes not only for the target population as a whole but also for individual participants.  A case study of each client will be made through which both qualitative and quantitative data will be gathered and evaluated.  Statistical procedures will be used to determine the overall program effectiveness by comparing the achievements of all mentored individuals in the group to those of individuals in a control or comparison group. 

Upon entrance into the program, each client will complete several self-report instruments to measure community integration, social competency skills, self-esteem, attitudes about blindness, career interests/aspirations, and academic self-concept.  The results will form a baseline before the program begins. These same measures will again be completed at six months, one year, and each subsequent year the individual is in the program.  Through these data, significant improvements can be measured for both individuals and the entire group.

The degree of successful community integration must be judged on a case-by-case basis, taking into account each client's unique strengths, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabilities, interests, and informed choice.  Case-by-case considerations will also be made in determining the degree of success in post-secondary education, which will be measured by increases in academic attainment previously not expected or planned. High-quality employment can be measured through placement into competitive employment in an integrated setting, earnings at or above the minimum wage, and employment in a setting where the individual has opportunities for advancement, benefits, and salary increases.  

Qualitative measurement procedures will be employed that will highlight specific accomplishments and provide narratives illustrating the impact mentors and the program itself have on each individual.  The qualitative measures will include interviews with youth, young adults, their families, mentors, and appropriate IDB staff.  These interviews will explore such subjects as likes and dislikes about the program and specific activities or discussion topics that were particularly helpful. In addition, program staff will employ direct observation techniques to identify improvements on overt expressions of skill acquisition, interpersonal interactions, decision making ability, self-advocacy, and overall self-confidence.  


(5) QUALITY OF PROJECT PERSONNEL
The quality of the personnel for this project is high.  Current staff who work in the transition program have the background, knowledge, education, training, and experience to carry out the project successfully.  New staff who will be hired for the project must possess similar qualifications.  


Recruitment of Traditionally Under-Represented Individuals.  
Individuals who have been traditionally under-represented based on race, color, national origin, gender, age, or disability will be targeted for recruitment and will be encouraged to apply.  Positive efforts will be made to employ and advance in employment qualified individuals with disabilities in all project activities.  Since it is critical for program participants to experience positive role models, preference will be given to qualified candidates who are blind or severely visually impaired.  

In an effort to recruit qualified personnel for this project, the Department will advertise project positions through several national channels, including the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) JobLine, the NFB and American Council of the Blind (ACB) listserves, and the Wall Street Journal.  Additional recruitment efforts will be made through the Iowa Department of Personnel (IDOP), the Des Moines Register, local and state affiliates of the NFB and the ACB, the Association for Education & Rehabilitation of the Blind & Visually Impaired (AER), the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind (NCSAB), and other appropriate state and national avenues. 

(I) 
The Qualifications, Including Relevant Training and Experience, of the Project Director or Principle Investigator.  
The Pathfinders Project Director is Dr. Sandra Tigges.  Dr. Tigges holds a Ph.D. in English from the University of Iowa and taught on the college level for fourteen years.  Blind herself, she has been employed by the IDB for over fourteen years--seven of these as a VR Counselor and nearly eight as the Program Administrator for the Adult Orientation and Adjustment Center.  She has designed, developed, and implemented the IDB=s current Transition Program, which falls under her supervision.  This experience gives her the background necessary to direct and administer this project effectively.  (See Appendix C  for Dr. Tigges=s resume.) 

(II)
The Qualifications, Including Relevant Training and Experience, of Key Project Personnel. 

Key project personnel will include a Transition Mentoring Specialist, a secretary, a Research Consultant, and a Research Assistant. The Transition Mentoring Specialist will hold a Bachelor=s degree and have at least two years full-time experience in the blindness field, preferably with an organization that uses an approach to blindness similar to that of the IDB.  This individual must be able to learn, internalize, and implement the IDB=s positive philosophy of blindness and demonstrate superior judgement and excellent organizational and communication skills.  One hundred percent of the Specialist=s time will be devoted to the project.  The qualifications for the secretarial position, a contract position for the State of Iowa, will meet the minimum standards as set forth by IDOP.  One Hundred per cent of the secretary=s time will be devoted to the project.  

The project will also contract with two researchers.  Dr. Fredric K. Schroeder will serve as the Research Consultant for this project.  His education, training, and experience recommend him highly for this position.  Dr. Schroeder holds a Bachelor=s Degree in Psychology, a Master=s Degree in Special Education for the Physically Handicapped/Visually Handicapped, and a Ph.D. in Education Administration and Supervision.  Formerly the Commissioner of the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA), he is currently a Research Professor at San Diego State University.  He has also worked as the Executive Director of the New Mexico Commission for the Blind and as the Director of the Professional Development and Research Institute on Blindness.  Dr. Schroeder has served as a consultant on disability issues and has written extensively on this subject.  (See Appendix D for Dr. Schroeder=s resume.)  He will devote an average of 50 hours a year to this project.  

Under the supervision of Dr. Schroeder, Edward Bell will serve as the Research Assistant for this project.  Mr. Bell is currently a doctoral student in Rehabilitation Counseling at the University of Arkansas, where he is studying research methodologies, particularly as they apply to disability issues.   He has experience both as a consultant and a research assistant, and he has received training in and has made presentations on the structured-discovery method of instruction as it applies to independent cane travel.  He will devote an average of 250 hours a year to this project.  (See Appendix E for Mr. Bell=s resume.)

(6) ADEQUACY OF RESOURCES
(I) 

The Extent to Which the Budget is Adequate to Support the Proposed Project. 

The budget is adequate to support this project.  The costs which the budget will incur include salaries, contract fees, equipment, travel, administration, housing, food, training and dissemination supplies, and activity fees for program staff and participants.  All other costs will be absorbed by the Department.

The IDB has a variety of resources to offer to the project.  The project=s offices and training facilities will be headquartered in the Department=s fully ADA-compliant six-story building in Des Moines, Iowa.  This building houses the Department=s administrative offices, Library for the Blind and Physically Handicapped, offices for Field Operations and the Business Enterprises Program, and classroom, dormitory, and recreation areas for the Adult Orientation and Adjustment Center.  The Library can produce materials in alternative media.  Technology resources include the computer tutorials produced by Project ASSIST, the agency=s technology loaner pool, licensed screen-reading software and hardware, computer network, Internet resources, web pages, and standard computer software and hardware.  The telephone system, including a toll-free line, and standard office equipment, such as copiers, printers, and Braille embossers, will also be made available.  Accounting, payroll, and administrative services will be provided by the IDB.  Department vehicles, including a forty-passenger bus, will be available for travel within the state.  

(II)
The Extent to Which the Costs Are Reasonable in Relation to the Objectives, Design, and Potential Significance of the Proposed Project.  

The costs of this project are reasonable in relation to the objectives, design, and potential significance of the project.  This project will have a tremendous positive impact on the delivery of transition services to transition-age youth and young adults who are blind or severely visually impaired.  Research shows that effective, comprehensive mentoring can have a lifelong positive effect on young people with disabilities.  Pathfinders will show that it can be just as effective when used as an enhancement to the transition, rehabilitation, and other services now being provided to the target population.  

(III)
The Extent to Which the Costs Are Reasonable in Relation to the Number of People to Be Served and to the Anticipated Results and Benefits.  

The costs of this project are also reasonable in relation to the number of persons to be served and the anticipated results and benefits.  At least eighty blind youths and young adults will be served during the course of this five-year project.  More members of this population will be served as the IDB continues the program and as it is replicated, adapted, or implemented by other state VR agencies and disability organizations.  The cost to society of supporting an unemployed blind adult is high, not only financially but in the talents and skills that are lost to the community.  Through the intervention that this program will provide, these losses can be avoided.  The comprehensive transition mentoring program developed under this project will prepare transition-age youth and young adults to become tax payers instead of tax burdens.  

(IV)
The Potential for Continued Support of the Project After Federal Funding Ends, Including, as Appropriate, the Demonstrated Commitment of Appropriate Entities to Such Support.  

This project has been designed to build capacity and yield results that will extend beyond the period of Federal financial assistance.  Because the services of the Transition Mentoring Specialist, the Research Consultant, and the Research Assistant  will only be needed for the five-year duration of the project, the cost of their salaries and other expenses connected with their employment will terminate at the end of the grant.  The mentoring program that they will help to develop, implement, and evaluate will be flexible enough to fit the needs of both the target population and the Department for several years into the future.  The project and the resulting mentoring program will make maximum use of Departmental resources, particularly staff, which is especially important 

at a time when state budgets are routinely being cut.  This maximum usage ensures that this program can be sustained long after the grant period has ended.  

(V) 
The Intention for the Incorporation of Project Purposes, Activities, or Benefits into the Ongoing Program of the Agency or Organization at the End of Federal Funding.  
The goals of the Pathfinders project and of the IDB are the same.  The Department is committed to the achievement of meaningful community integration, success in post-secondary education, and high-quality employment for all of its VR clients.  Similarly, the principles and philosophy upon which the programs of the IDB and the project are based are also the same.  The IDB understands that, without self-confidence, self-determination, self-advocacy, and a positive attitude about blindness, blind Iowans are less likely to achieve these goals.  Therefore, it is the intention of the IDB to incorporate the purposes, activities, and benefits of the Pathfinders mentoring program into its ongoing programs, particularly the Transition Program, when Federal funding ends.    


(7) PROJECT EVALUATION
(I)
The Extent to Which the Methods of Evaluation Are Thorough, Feasible, and Appropriate to the Goals, Objectives, and Outcomes of the Project.

Pathfinders has been constructed to provide for appropriate evaluation of effectiveness through both qualitative and quantitative measures. As youth and young adults apply to the program and are matched to mentors, they will be placed into the first year's intervention group.  In order to eliminate bias, the participants will be placed alternately one in the intervention group, and one on a waiting list.  The participants on the waiting list will comprise a control, or comparison group, against which the Pathfinders program's effectiveness will be evaluated.  During the first year, twenty (N=20) youth and young adults will make up the mentor group, while twenty (n=20) individuals on the waiting list will comprise the control group.  Although this method of selection is not random, it should allow for equivalence between groups without delaying the start of the program.  All mentees will be between ages 16 and 26 upon entering the program, and appropriate representation of traditionally under-served populations will be ensured by considering applicant demographics as compared with the state's minority ratio.

The practical evaluation of program success will be determined for each participant.  As established in the goals for the project, success will be measured by increases in appropriate community integration, access to post-secondary education, and high-quality employment outcomes.   Consequently, these data will be qualitatively evaluated by self-reports of Pathfinders participants and from families, mentors, VR counselors, and program staff.  Participants will also be encouraged to write testimonies of their personal achievements.  Most decisions to be made about over-all program effectiveness, however, will occur through empirical data collection and evaluation. 

The research design for evaluation of the pathfinder program will be a two-group,  time series approach with repeated measures.  The two-group (treatment and control) design with multiple groups across the four year evaluation period is a quasi experimental approach which will minimize the likelihood of making erroneous (type I) errors regarding the effectiveness of the mentoring program.  In addition, this design will utilize repeated measures of the various instruments.  All participants will be pre-tested prior to being placed in either the experimental or control groups to insure that answers will not be falsified.  They will complete the battery of tests again at six months, at the end of the first year, and again at the end of each subsequent year that they are in the program.  These repeated measurements will demonstrate specific increases on various measures at multiple points across the program, which will pinpoint the times of peak effectiveness, plateau, or decline.  

Data analysis will be conducted via appropriate statistical procedures.  An omnibus multi-variate analysis of variance (MANOVA) will identify significant differences between the two groups on the dependent measures of blindness skills, social competence, work/academic preparedness, and career decision-making.  After this analysis is conducted, the uni-variate data will be examined to determine which measures are significant at the Alpha=.05 level.  Additionally, effect sizes and R-squared will be reported for all variables in accordance with the standards set forth in the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, Fifth Edition.  In addition to this empirical design, Pathfinders staff will conduct pre-, mid-, and post-program interviews with program participants and their families and mentors, using both close- and open-ended questions.  

(II)
The Extent to Which the Methods of Evaluation Include the Use of Objective Performance Measures that Are Clearly Related to the Intended Outcomes of the Project and Will Produce Quantitative and Qualitative Data to the Extent Possible.  
So that their attainment can be accurately measured, the project=s goals--increases in community integration, success in post-secondary education, and high-quality employment outcomes--have been operationally defined. (Dijkers, 1997)  Although these goals are subjective to the individual, and no objective measure exists to determine the degree to which any of them is completely satisfied, a number of self-report, observational and norm-referenced tests have been created to serve as a proxy measure for various aptitude domains and psychological constructs. (Dodds, Bailey, Pearson and Yates, 1991; Reynolds, 1988; Corrigan and Deming, 1995; Bolton and Roessler, 1986, cited in Jeanmarie and Strauser, 2000)  These instruments will be used to measure the following intermediate objectives:

  acquisition of alternative skills of blindness.

  increases in social competence and attitudes about blindness.

  community integration.

  work-preparedness and academic self-concept.

  career exploration and decision making.

These areas have been cited in the research literature as essential to community integration, academic success, and high-quality employment outcomes.

(III) 
The Extent to Which the Methods of Evaluation Will Provide Performance Feedback and Permit Periodic Assessment of Progress Toward Achieving Intended Outcomes.  
The quantitative and qualitative methods of evaluation used will provide performance feedback and permit periodic assessment of progress toward achieving the intended outcomes.  As with any new program, Pathfinders will be regularly assessed and modified.  Adjustments may need to be made in such areas as the selection and numbers of participants, the matching of mentors to mentees, timelines, training content, and the scheduling of activities.  All participants will be asked to provide performance feedback throughout the duration of the project.  Periodic assessments will also be made of the project=s progress toward achieving its outcomes.  Based on this information, the Transition Mentoring Specialist will make any necessary changes in the program while ensuring that it continues to run effectively and efficiently.  

(IV) 
The Extent to Which the Methods of Evaluation Provide for Examining the Effectiveness of Project Implementation Strategies.   

The methods used to evaluate Pathfinders will determine the effectiveness of project implementation strategies.  The outcome measures selected to evaluate increases in community integration, success in post-secondary education, and high-quality employment outcomes will serve as the overall measure of program effectiveness.  The use of a control or comparison group will demonstrate whether advancement occurs as a result of the program itself or of time, maturation or environmental changes.  The range of quantitative and qualitative measures selected will provide a rich source of empirical data and testimonial evidence of strengths and weaknesses in the program=s strategies.  

The examination of the effectiveness of project implementation strategies will occur through formal and informal feedback from all program participants.  The program coordinator will collect written and verbal feedback, including concerns and suggestions, from mentors, mentees and their families, IDB staff, and ICUB and the NFBI.  The Director of the IDB will also seek formal and informal feedback from all participants.  As a result of this feedback, modifications will be made in the implementation strategies, as necessary.   

All outcome measures will similarly be evaluated for their efficiency, streamlined administration, and accuracy.  To reduce or eliminate bias from these measures, the Mentoring Specialist will employ a measurement expert to conduct the administration and scoring of all instruments.  The measurement team will not have any direct involvement in the delivery of the program, which will reduce the possibility of expectancy bias, i.e. the youth trying to choose answers that seem socially desirable or most likely to please program staff. All testing will occur in a controlled setting to reduce environmental distractions, and measurement staff will be trained in testing administration procedures.  Only instruments with published psychometric properties above an acceptable level will be employed so as to insure meaningful conclusions are drawn. 

The final evaluation of Pathfinders will provide guidance about effective strategies suitable for replication and implementation in other state VR agencies and disability organizations.  The evaluation methods used will not only demonstrate the effectiveness of this mentoring model but will ensure the materials and products that result will provide valid guidance to other organizations that need effective strategies to improve or establish their own transition mentoring programs.  As a result of this project, these organizations will not only receive the design and materials to establish a high-quality mentoring program of their own, but also the measurement tools necessary to ensure that the program they have developed will truly lead to adult success for the young people they serve. 
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