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Greetings from the Chair

By Tim Hindman

Welcome to our Summer Edition of the Employment Update!, the newsletter for Division 2, Vocational Rehabilitation Counseling and Employment Services, of AER. 

These are hard economic times creating the phenomena of fewer jobs than job seekers. Not only is there tremendous competition for available positions but the demand is for a higher level of job qualification. These qualifications are historically hard to come by for most of the visually impaired population. We are in the midst of a job market revolution where technology continues to change the very nature of the workplace as we know it. For those of us in the employment field, the labor market in which we are trying to place clients is more complex and challenging than ever before. A paradigm shift in how we understand and pursue placement is needed to define how we and our clients will navigate this twenty-first century future. 

This past April, I was fortunate enough to attend The Mississippi State/AFB/Arizona RSA sponsored conference, “Uniting for Employment”. What an experience, spending four days with VRCs, job specialists and other employment professionals from all across the nation. The crackling exchange of ideas and ongoing information dissemination challenged every attendee to think outside the box of their daily grind back home. I think a feeling of solidarity was generated among the participants who usually spend their time in the field as professional loners. This kind of collective experience is invaluable in creating unity and direction in the employment of people who are visually impaired.

Drawing inspiration from this successful conference, this issue of the newsletter reports on the conference and includes some ideas and issues addressed there.

•
Stacy Butler of the Mississippi State Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Blindness and Low Vision presents an overview  of the RRTC/ AFB/Arizona RSA conference, Uniting for Employment held this past April in Mesa, Arizona.

•
Anthony Candela, of AFB and Division 2 Chair-Elect, writes about issues in job placement and resources for the counselor and consumer for help in placement with services like that of eSight CAREERS NETWORK.

•
Paul Richardson, a computer teacher in the Seattle Lighthouse’s ACE/SOS Program, is interviewed by the company’s HORIZONS newsletter. He discusses his perspectives on technology training and what he perceives as the most valuable asset needed for employment.

Uniting for Employment”: Conference Report

By Stacy Butler, Training Associate RRTC at Mississippi State University

On April14-16, 2003, the Rehabilitation Research & Training Center on Blindness & Low Vision at Mississippi State University, in conjunction with the American Foundation for the Blind and the Arizona Rehabilitation Services Administration conducted a conference entitled “Uniting for Employment” in Mesa, Arizona.  This conference allowed both employers and rehabilitation professionals to work together to improve employment outcomes of individuals who are blind or visually impaired, to identify strategies already being carried out, and to discuss new ideas on how to transfer success of current consumers to future consumers.

Dr. Roy Grizzard, the country’s first Assistant Secretary for Disability Employment Policy, provided the keynote address, “U.S. Department of Labor Initiatives.”  As the title indicates, he discussed issues related to the employment of people with disabilities and the U.S. Department of Labor Initiatives currently being conducted and considered. Gil Johnson provided a presentation about consumers in successful placements and how some of those placements were achieved.  Participants had glowing reviews for Gil on his participation in the general session and his moderator performance with the consumer panel.

On Tuesday, April 15th, Coleen Cara from First Bank gave an informative presentation on “Hiring Through Partnership.” The discussion was very interesting and motivated us to learn what private employers are doing to hire and promote persons with visual impairments.

Tuesday also offered break-out sessions including, “Becoming and Staying Employed-An Employer Approach” by Diana Drews, “Becoming and Staying Employed-An Agency Approach” by Tim Hindman, and “Informed Choice” by Chuck Young.  There were positive comments about each presentation; many participants liked the combination of rehabilitation and employment specialists, the fact that practical and everyday situations encountered by rehabilitation professionals were discussed, and the range of topics provided. All are to be commended for a job well done.

The Tuesday afternoon sessions brought about additional concurrent sessions.  Adele Crudden and William Sansing presented on “Employment Practices,” Veronica Boyd discussed “Workplace Technology,” and Timm Farnsworth provided information on “ Staying in Touch with the Labor Market.”  Participants praised the presenters for knowing their topics, also stating they enjoyed the research, found the information from Allstate (Veronica Boyd) fabulous, and rated Timm an overall excellent speaker.  This group of presenters did a nice job of incorporating research, best practices from a private employer’s perspective, and looking to the future of how to incorporate research with best employment practices for the future labor market.  Good job everyone!

Kevin Foster from Motorola provided a presentation on “The Business Leadership Network.”  Several participants expressed appreciation for the information Kevin provided regarding his experiences at Motorola. 

On Wednesday, the 16th was “All About Work” with Chrisann Schiro-Geist and Marcia Scherer.  Chrisann and Marcia discussed current research to assess the performance of the state-federal VR Services Program in assisting eligible individuals with disabilities achieve sustainable economic and non-economic outcomes as a result of their receipt of VR services.  From there, Karen Wolffe held a general session on “Consumers Buying into the Job Search.”  Karen presented ideas about how to get consumers involved in their own job search activities.  Several attendees commented on their appreciation of this topic, how well Karen covered it, and wished she could have talked longer.  We’ll keep that in mind for the next conference.  Great job Karen!

A final break-out session Wednesday morning had Timm Farnsworth discussing “Negotiation of Technology” and “Preparing Consumers for Employment” presented by Jackie Watkins and Rebecca Cain.  Timm provided information on working with employers and other agencies to acquire assistive technology and even looking at technology accommodations that employers have not given themselves credit for.  Jackie and Rebecca did a great job discussing how to help consumers get prepared for employment, issues to consider, and resources to consider when working with someone to get employed. 

Tony Candela provided a general session on “The Best Placement Services” (see accompanying article in this issue). He discussed a great employment preparation resource on the eSight Network newsletter.  Several positive comments were shared about the information Tony provided.

To conclude the conference, Ed House moderated a discussion on “Charting a Course for the Future.”   This provided everyone an opportunity to think about and discuss what could be done to improve placement practices in the future with the knowledge gained throughout the conference.

As a whole, there was a tremendous amount of positive feedback for the conference about the presenters, the topics covered, and the opportunity to network with other professionals in the field.  We also had comments on what to include next time.  Topics suggestions included: job retention and advancement, a focus on blue collar jobs for persons who are blind or visually impaired, more topics on “Joe Average” consumers, and more ideas/suggestions on job placement.

All presenters and conference attendees who provided email addresses have been added to the AER Chapter 2 listserv. You may use the listserv to contact anyone about the information covered in their presentation.  We appreciate everyone’s participation with the conference and want to especially thank the presenters who did an excellent job of providing timely information that will help us negotiate the future.

The "Best" Placement Services

By Anthony R. Candela, American Foundation for the Blind

Acknowledgement:

Many of the ideas contained in this article would not have come to me without the invaluable assistance of eSight CAREERS NETWORK, an on-line service for blind and visually impaired job-seekers (see the accompanying article in this issue).

How do visually impaired people find jobs?  On their own (including personal networks)?  Assisted by a VR counselor?  Helped by a placement specialist?

What is a job developer or placement specialist?  What do consumers expect of the system and of job developers and placement specialists?  How do people think the current system is working?  What can we do to improve how it works?

Earlier this year, I agreed to make a presentation at the Uniting for Employment conference in Mesa on what constitutes best practice in the provision of job development and placement services.  I thought about the many placement specialists with whom I've worked through the years, programs that seem to do well at helping our clients obtain employment, the consumers we serve and what they bring to the table, and much more.  To get their perspective and to obtain answers to the questions listed above, I decided to talk to the people directly involved with and affected by the ‘job placement system’ (my term).

eSight CAREERS NETWORK agreed to assist me.  Its skillful and cooperative staff used web-based technology to set up a series of chats on specific questions.  eSight also set up a special listserv for post-chat commentary in order to provide a forum for deeper discussion.  Finally, an on-line survey provided opportunity for the full membership (2700 professionals and consumers as of June, 2003) to provide additional input.

What makes a Good job developer or placement specialist?  These professionals assist consumers to find employment.  Most work for private organizations; a minority are employed by State VR agencies.  Job developers often perform the same duties as placement specialists.  Occasionally their duties divide along the lines suggested by their titles.  This occurs most often in supported employment services.  Rehabilitation counselors (traditionally expected to do job development and placement) rarely get deeply involved in these processes.  The size of their caseloads and lack of experience preclude most of them from engaging in these activities on more than just an occasional basis.

Placement specialists (the term I'll use from now on) work in a variety of settings (e.g., colleges, One-Stop centers, staffing agencies, and agencies serving people with disabilities).  Across the board, their job duties are similar.  They include, but are not limited to preparation of clients for the job search (interview training, resume and cover letter preparation, job finding strategies); developing marketing techniques (e.g., brochures, public speaking, consortium membership, and other ways of 'hawking' ones clients and services); employer contact and ‘account’ management; ‘organizational’ responsibilities (report writing, communicating with supervisors and colleagues); and more.  Placement specialists who work for rehabilitation agencies appear, on the whole, to be expected to provide more 'hand-holding' and individualized service than those working in mainstream settings.  Another key difference, of course, lay in the knowledge required to assist in the acquisition of accommodations and related technology by placement specialists serving a disabled clientele.

Six people participated in the chats and list discussions arranged by eSight Careers Network and 35 surveys were returned (slightly higher than usual for eSight surveys) during the four weeks the survey actively stood on the web site.  More consumers indicated they found their jobs on their own than with the assistance of professionals.  In my experience, this is a typical result of such surveys – even when the consumers are known to have been served by 'the system'.  An interesting trend emerged from the demographic data.  Education levels were split between those with a high school education (30%) and those with college or higher (70%).  This suggests two possibilities.  First, my returns are probably biased toward the more capable.  As with many fact-finding efforts in behalf of people with disabilities, I fear my efforts yielded more feedback from the most verbal than the least.  More worrisome is that, if the trend suggested by these few data is real, there appears to be a dearth of people emerging from trade schools and community colleges.  This is cause for concern in that many of our clientele may not be availing themselves of the types of technical training needed to secure employment in a vast number of needed occupations.

How is the system working?  Consumers are split in their opinions.  Many believe counselors do a great job in setting up services for them, but not as good a job in preparing them for career choice and, later, the job search.  Some feel that placement specialists need to "pound the pavement" more than they seem to do, knocking on employers' doors and lining up interviews for them.  Not surprisingly, more verbal (and perhaps more capable) consumers feel the role of the placement specialist should fall into the realm of teaching them how to locate job openings on their own and to skillfully comport themselves when they independently line up an interview.

Professionals, especially placement specialists, complain about the level of client preparedness for the competition they face in the job market.  VR counselors remind us that their caseloads are replete with the 'most severely disabled' and worry that placement specialists are not adequately equipped to handle these clients.  Certainly these two groups need to work more closely together so each can assist the other to prepare their clients as effectively as possible.

Consumer Expectations fall into five categories: accountability, essential experience, marketing, accommodations, and authority.  Since their opinions are not unanimous, I will briefly describe the issues below without drawing too many conclusions.

Accountability: Who is the primary customer (consumer, employer, funding agency)?   Many consumers understood the need for placement specialists to serve ‘several masters’, but felt the consumer should rank number one in priority.  There was mixed opinion on how placement services should be provided (Team effort, teacher-student effort, something else).

Essential Experience: What degree of skill and knowledge should placement specialists possess in the areas of disability issues, workplace accommodations, and developing job search strategies?

Career Marketing Campaign: Consumers were mixed in their opinions about the role of placement specialists in producing cover letters and resumes, finding job leads, and preparing them for and helping with job interviews.

Obtaining Accommodations: Most consumers felt placement specialists need to act as intermediary between the employer, technology specialists, and the funding system; there was mixed opinion on the technical skill placement specialists should possess.

Authority: There were decidedly mixed feelings on the amount and type of information reported to the funding agency and the type of feedback provided to consumers about their job marketability.  While everyone believes that honesty is the best policy, many expressed reservations about acting on, carte blanche, the opinion of the placement specialist as the difficulty of placing certain consumers might, on occasion, bias their opinions.  A team effort appears to be the best approach.

The ideal job developer seems to be a composite professional who possesses an employer network; states his or her opinions about the achievability of consumer job goals; and who maintains a neutral yet caring demeanor toward Consumers.

Recommendations

The discussions led me to the following systemic recommendations:

•
Strengthen the role of job developers and placement specialists within their organizations.  Employment services should be job-market driven and no one is better equipped to provide real-time feedback to agency administrators than placement specialists.

•
Increase activity with One-stop centers.  This avenue is notoriously inaccessible to and vastly under-utilized by blind and visually impaired job-seekers.  Since the blindness field possesses the skills to improve this situation so its clientele can benefit from the One-Stop system, I recommend it develop concerted and targeted strategies to do so as soon as possible.

•
Increase use of job placement consortiums.  Consortiums of job placement specialists who work with blind, visually impaired, and otherwise disabled individuals are stronger when working together than when each agency or professional works alone.

•
Renew VR support for ‘sheltered employment’.  The unemployment rate of blind and visually impaired people remains far too high to ignore the potential of modernized, outplacement-oriented and not necessarily segregated facilities.  These facilities can serve to employ those who are non-competitive in today's labor market – a meaningful portion of those who currently remain at home.  The modern, incarnation of these facilities will need to faithfully serve as a way-station for those who can compete in integrated settings.  Outplacement should always remain their primary focus.

•
Strengthen support for VR counselors.  VR counselors are far too inundated with paper work and large caseloads.  The VR system should create a new position, case manager, and employ people to handle much of the mechanical portions of today's rehabilitation counselor's daily work.  This will free the VR counselor to spend more time on the 'clinical', career choice, and placement elements of their very important work.

The 'best' placement services, in a nutshell, require teamwork, tenacity, toughness, and tender loving care.  Let's get our clients to work!

Computer Training Prepares Blind Students to Compete in Job Market The following article is reprinted with permission from the Seattle Lighthouse’s Quarterly Newsletter, Horizons, Spring 2003. For more information please contact the ACE/SOS program at: (206) 436-2186 or email: thindman@seattlelh.com.

“We teach our students to become problem-solvers,” says Paul Richardson, Instructor, Adult Computer Education (ACE).  “Problem-solvers are valuable assets that employers want to hire.  I am working to get my students to think more broadly, so when they get on another system or another computer they won’t be stymied because it isn’t what they are used to.”

The Seattle Lighthouse offers two computer-training programs for working-age blind adults.  ACE, the first course, focuses on general computer knowledge, specific assistive technologies and an introduction to resume writing and job interviews.  The second program, Service Office Systems (SOS), builds upon the first, dealing more specifically with customer service skills and the computer applications used in that field.

These courses are offered in conjunction with the Washington State Department of Services for the Blind (DSB).  Typically, vocational counselors refer students to the Lighthouse.  DSB also covers tuition costs for eligible participants.

“You go through the Lighthouse courses once,” continues Paul.  “It is not a return-to-training program.  You will know enough when you graduate that you should be able to keep up with any changes in technology.  Everyone using technology needs to be flexible, sight-impaired or not. More than likely, it may be more difficult for people who are sight-impaired.”

ACE/SOS courses are offered in five-week modules.  Eighty-five percent mastery of course competencies is required before moving on to the next class.  Designed specifically for adults who are blind and visually impaired, this training emphasizes computer and assistive technology skills needed to gain employment.

“We teach students to use what they know, and use the resources they have available to not only solve problems but to anticipate problems and solutions,” Paul adds.  “Sighted people who are applying for jobs are going to use all of the advantages they have at their disposal.  We need to teach our students how to teach themselves so they can be competitive in the marketplace.”  Paul points out that sighted computer users pick up large amounts of information and knowledge by merely noticing things casually.  “A sight-impaired person needs to be much more proactive.  Our students need to learn how to find that information.”

Paul says that modeling problem solving behavior is an essential aspect of teaching blind computer students effectively.  “I am sight-impaired and I use assistive technology,” he explains.  “When I am solving a problem, I call attention to it and show the students how I work through it.  If I make a mistake, I show them the mistake I made and we talk about how I’m going to avoid it in the future.  Or, I might try something based on an idea I have.  Maybe it doesn’t work.  Then we can look at reasons why it didn’t work.”

Students entering Lighthouse computer training programs do not need prior computer experience.  The process begins with an evaluation that places students at the appropriate point in the continuum of classes.  Instruction ranges from basic keyboarding through use of standard Microsoft applications such as Word, Outlook, Internet Explorer, Access and Excel.

“You don’t want to be the person on the job who is always having a computer problem and always needing help,” says Paul. “We want to train people to be not only competent in dealing with problems as they come up, but to be self-sufficient in anticipating problems before they happen and taking the necessary steps in advance. Those are the kinds of people who get hired.”

eSight Careers Network: A Resource for Counselors and Consumers

By Anthony R. Candela, American Foundation for the Blind

If ever I've seen an on-line resource ready, willing, and able to assist blind and visually impaired counselors and consumers in the job of getting jobs, eSight Careers Network is that resource.  The service makes for a great companion-piece to American Foundation for the Blind's CareerConnect on-line service.  It begins with a weekly e-mail message from eSight – actually, an electronic magazine.  The focus of the message and its links to the eSight web site is refreshingly sharp: helping blind and visually impaired job-seekers to pull themselves up by their bootstraps and find not only a job, but themselves too.  The eSight wisdom serves to link consumers to disability-friendly companies, strategies on getting along in a competitive and sighted world, tips on how to exist well as a blind person, connections to a community of fellow blind job-seekers, and more.  It is truly chicken soup for the job-seeking soul.

Below is a skeleton view of the services you can find on the eSight Careers Network web site.  Links contained in the e-magazine take you to the resources outlined below.  Subscribing to the service, as of this writing, is free.  Just go to: 

http://www.esight.org/in/testtemp.cfm?room=n&id=3153.85155605&welcome=new

Career Management Resources:

1. eSight's Career Management Guide

2. Recommended Reading

3. Adaptive Technology in the Workplace

• ADA and Your Civil Rights to Information Access

• Choosing Adaptive Technology

• Funding Adaptive Technology

4. Read Replies to eSight TalkBack

5. Read Replies to eSight Member Net

6. eSight Career Word of the Week

Small Business Resources:

1. eSight's Guide for Entrepreneurs

2. Recommended Reading

3. Add your business to the eSight Small Business Directory

Employer Resources:

1. eSight's Guide for Employers

2. Recommended Reading

3. Talented eSight Members Seeking Employment

4. Are you an eSight Model Employer?

Features:

Ask eSight About Ticket to Work

Ask eSight About Adaptive Technology

Ask eSight About Disability Employment

Ask eSight About Self-employment

Ask eSight About Self-esteem

Blindstorming(TM)

Introduce Yourself

News Matters

New Member's Bridge to eSight:

1. What do you want us to know about you?

eSight Job Search Tools:

1. eSight Job Postings

2. Profiles of Disability-friendly Companies Job Site Reviews eSight Model Employers

AER Division 2 Financial

For the Quarter ending June 30, 2003

Revenues:

Dues: $265 this quarter

Expenses:

Postage: $46.97 (for the newsletter)

Total Available Fund Balance: $2,235.26 

Division 2 Officers for 2002-2004

Chair - Tim Hindman thindman@seattlelh.com

Chair Elect - Anthony Candelatcandela@afb.net

Secretary/Treasurer – AdeleCrudden crudden@ra.msstate.edu

Past Chair - Megan Merriwether

Welcome to the Division 2 Listserv

AER Division 2 welcomes all new subscribers to our employment listserv. While the listserv is a product of AER Division 2, you do not have to be a member of AER or the division to subscribe. The listserv is dedicated to improving communication among persons involved in employment issues of persons who are blind/visually impaired. We encourage you to forward this newsletter, including information on subscribing to the listserv, to interested parties.

We invite you to post your questions, ideas, and thoughts about employment related issues to the group. Job developers, employment specialists, and others involved in employment are a relatively small group within the rehabilitation and the blindness communities. However, ours is an important (you could say the ultimate) role in the process. So, this listserv can provide us with both an opportunity to give and get information and as a means to get to know each other. 

*To subscribe to the list send a message to: majordomo@lists.msstate.edu Leave the subject line blank. In the body of the email type "subscribe aer-division2-l". 

Note: Do NOT put the quotation marks and it is a 2-lower case L, not 2-1 (one). 

*To post a message to the Division 2-1 listserv, please send it to: 

aer-division2-l@lists.msstate.edu
