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Background
Under the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), there is a heightened focus on ensuring students with disabilities are independent and vocationally-ready when they leave school. To assist in meeting that goal, WIOA requires States to reserve 15% of their dollars towards pre-employment transition services. For State Services for the Blind (SSB), this amount is approximately $1.3 million. 

SSB believes that students who receive opportunities to work and live independently while in school will be more successful when they leave the educational setting. The 15% set-aside has prompted SSB to be more proactive and creative with our students who are blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind. 
In the past, there were a number of alarming trends that were identified among our student population:
· Students were not clear on the purpose of the vocational rehabilitation program. They did not understand the role of the rehabilitation counselor or their own responsibilities and expectations.  This resulted in a number of youth leaving the program without an employment outcome. 

· Students lacked the necessary skills of blindness and deafblindness after leaving secondary school. While they had sufficient academic skills to get accepted into postsecondary school, they were often not successful in their program. They didn’t have the technology skills to access the assignments or their textbooks; they didn’t have the orientation and mobility skills to go to class; they didn’t have the independent living skills to be safe in their dorm room. This resulted in an increase of students and youth dropping out of college. The University of Minnesota approached SSB two years prior with these concerns, and they asked us to come up with solutions that would increase the likelihood of success for our students who are blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind.

· Students were not exposed to an assortment of assistive technology aids and devices early on. They were using outdated, old, and inefficient methods to read, write, access the computer, and access their environment. They often relied on one method for accessing print, and when that method failed or their vision changed, they were no longer able to continue what they were doing. This resulted in increased college dropout rates and loss of employment.

· The first time students were exposed to work was after they graduated from their final education program. They often had an unrealistic idea what work was, and they believed they would have the same level of support on the job as they did in high school and college. Students did not realize the level of independence they would need to sustain a career. They also did not realize the amount of responsibility and accountability placed on their shoulders. This resulted in a lot of fear, anger, and frustration that would lead to individuals leaving the vocational rehabilitation program. 

· Career exploration meant hearing about a job and immediately thinking that was what they wanted to do, regardless of the economic outlook. SSB would have students go through four years of college and then realize they had no interest in that field of study. 

SSB has developed a yearly pre-employment transition services blueprint that addresses solutions for the historical concerns highlighted above, while using the framework put into place by WIOA. WIOA outlines pre-employment transition services as five required activities and nine authorized activities. The five required activities are:
· Job exploration counseling
· Work-based learning experiences
· Counseling on opportunities for enrollment in comprehensive transition or postsecondary educational programs at institutions of higher education
· Workplace readiness training to develop social skills and independent living
· Instruction in self-advocacy, including peer mentoring

The nine authorized activities are:
· Implementing effective strategies to increase the likelihood of independent living and inclusion in communities and competitive integrated workplaces
· Developing and improving strategies for individuals with intellectual disabilities and individuals with significant disabilities to live independently, participate in postsecondary education experiences, and obtain and retain competitive integrated employment
· Providing instruction to vocational rehabilitation counselors, school transition personnel, and other persons supporting students with disabilities
· Disseminating information about innovative, effective, and efficient approaches to achieve the goals of this section
· Coordinating activities with transition services provided by local educational agencies under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (20 U.S.C. 1400 et seq.)
· Applying evidence-based findings to improve policy, procedure, practice, and the preparation of personnel, in order to better achieve the goals of this section
· Developing model transition demonstration projects
· Establishing or supporting multistate or regional partnerships involving States, local educational agencies, designated State units, developmental disability agencies, private businesses, or other participants to achieve the goals of this section
· Disseminating information and strategies to improve the transition to postsecondary activities of individuals who are members of traditionally unserved populations.

Budget Forecasting
Pre-employment transition services are comprised of the five required activities and nine authorized activities. There must be enough funds available to be able to offer the five required activities to students with disabilities. If there is any money remaining, that money is used towards the nine authorized activities. 

Through a thorough analysis outlined below, SSB is forecasting the following pre-employment transition services expenditures for Federal Fiscal Year 2017:
· $675,000 for the provision of the five required activities 
· $375,000 for staff time and expenses in providing pre-employment transition services
· $250,000 remaining that will allow for the provision of the nine authorized activities 

SSB uses a wide array of information to forecast and budget the 15% pre-employment transition services reserve.

Number of Students with Disabilities
SSB considers a student with a disability to be:
1. Between the ages of 14 and 21;
2. Is in an educational program; and
3. Is eligible for and receiving special education or related services under IDEA or is an individual with a disability for purposes of section 504 of the act

The Minnesota Department of Education has indicated in their “Unduplicated Child Count” report that there are approximately 140 students in secondary education who are blind, visually impaired, or DeafBlind this upcoming school year.  SSB is currently serving 120 secondary students ages 14 through 21 and served a total of 120 students in the 2015-2016 school year.

SSB is currently serving an additional 42 students in other educational programs, such as postsecondary education.

A complicating factor in projecting our service needs over the next year is the current Order of Selection (OOS) we are operating under.  We currently have all categories open through September 30, 2016. On October 1, 2016, we will only have Category A open, which is our category for individuals with the most significant disabilities. There are approximately 20 students in secondary education not yet receiving services from SSB. While we are broadening our outreach efforts, we are unsure if they will connect with our vocational rehabilitation program. 

Estimated Cost of Pre-Employment Transition Services
In forecasting for Federal Fiscal Year 2017, we reviewed the total amount expended in Federal Fiscal Year 2016 in the five required and authorized pre-employment transition services.  As of September 2016:
· $389,000 was spent on staff time and associated expenses
· $857,550 was spent on all pre-employment transition services
· $664,225 was spent on the five required pre-employment transition services areas.
· $193,325 was spent on the nine authorized pre-employment transition services

Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment
SSB is working with the Needs Assessment Task Force of our State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind to jointly develop the overall plan and strategies for Federal Fiscal Year 2017.  
BRIDGE to Success
SSB structured a framework for the comprehensive provision of pre-employment transition services to our students who are blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind. We call this framework the BRIDGE to Success. 
As students navigate the world of high school and begin thinking about the future, we offer services and resources that provide a foundation for success. Each of the core areas highlights an essential component that students need in order to succeed after high school:
•Basic Skills
•Role Models
•Initiative
•Discovery
•Goal Setting
•Experiences

Through SSB, students can explore each of these core components and cross the BRIDGE in to the future of work, study, and living independently. In building that BRIDGE, SSB offers resources in technology, career exploration, work experience, adjustment to blindness training, and peer connections, to help students who are blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind develop the skills and confidence for a bright future.
This framework is central to all of the activities and services we provide our students. Part of the BRIDGE to Success is the establishment of the Transition Core Group, an internal, multi-disciplinary group that focuses solely on the provision of pre-employment transition services. That team is comprised of the following staff complement:
· Director
· Deputy Director of Program Services
· Workforce Development Unit Supervisor, who specializes in pre-employment transition services
· Pre-Employment Transition Services Coordinator, who is responsible for the statewide coordination of services provided under the BRIDGE to Success framework
· Pre-Employment Transition Services Work Opportunities Navigator, who is responsible for the statewide coordination of work-based learning experiences and workplace readiness training
· Pre-Employment Transition Services Rehabilitation Counselor, who has a caseload of only students with disabilities who are receiving pre-employment transition services
· Pre-Employment Transition Services Assistive Technologist, who is responsible for the assistive technology assessments and recommendations for all students statewide
· DeafBlind Rehabilitation Counselor, who provides consultation on pre-employment transition services for DeafBlind students
· Greater Minnesota Rehabilitation Counselor and Vocational Rehabilitation Technician, who provide consultation on pre-employment transition services for students living in rural Minnesota

To track and organize the plethora of activities the Transition Core Group has implemented or is involved in, a calendar of events and activities is maintained for the year. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________


Blueprint: Required Pre-Employment Transition Services 
SSB will ensure the statewide provision of services in the five required activities as follows.

Job Exploration Counseling
SSB staff will meet with students to discuss their vocational interests and tailor services and activities based on those discussions.  Individualized and group services to students will include:
· Provision of interest inventories to help the student determine what career pathways to explore. This includes the purchase of interest inventories and staff time to administer, interpret, and review the results with the student. This also can include payment to a vendor for the provision of the interest inventories.
· Labor market research and information provided to the student on the different types of career pathways they are interested in.
· Counseling about career pathways, which includes using resources developed through other WIOA partners, including Cooperative Youth Services at the Department of Economic Development (DEED).
· For those students who require it, SSB will purchase and provide interpreters and readers so students have the supports they need to access this pre-employment transition service.

Work-Based Learning Experiences
SSB staff will ensure all students have opportunities to participate in work experiences, internships, apprenticeships, and other types of short-term employment. Individualized and group services to students will include:
· The Work Opportunities Navigator will identify and track potential work experience sites and employers based on individualized student interests.
· SSB staff will contract with vendors to identify and place students in competitive, integrated work experiences, internships, and other types of short-term employment.
· SSB will provide the student competitive level stipends during their work experiences as long as they are meeting their individualized goals for that work experience.
· Students in 11th and 12th grade are offered an opportunity to participate in the Summer Transition Program (STP), which has a work experience component. STP is a joint collaboration between the Minnesota Department of Education and SSB to provide workplace readiness training, including adjustment to blindness training, as well as a work experience to students who are blind, visually impaired, or DeafBlind. 
· SSB has developed a student worker program within the agency. SSB has hired two student workers: one providing clerical support for the Aging Eyes Initiative and one working in Audio Services transferring electronic library material to a new cataloging system. SSB’s employment team, which includes the Work Opportunities Navigator, is working with other state agencies and departments to develop additional student worker positions.
· The Work Opportunities Navigator will assist students in connecting with working professionals both with and without disabilities for informational interviewing opportunities.
· The Work Opportunities Navigator will coordinate individualized and group employer site tours to assist students in learning about different career pathways.
· SSB is hosting a spring Job Readiness Fair, which will provide students exposure to a variety of internship and work opportunities.
· For those students who require it, SSB will purchase and provide interpreters and readers so students have the supports they need to access this pre-employment transition service.
	
Counseling on Opportunities for Enrollment
SSB staff will ensure students are provided information, counseling, and guidance on a wide variety of transition and post-secondary programs. Individualized and group services to students will include:
· SSB staff will review the SSB College Student Handbook with students and parents. The College Student Handbook outlines expectations of the student, necessary skills for success, and other critical pieces of information the student will need to know to make an informed decision on enrollment in post-secondary education.
· SSB will host post-secondary information session(s) for parents.
· SSB is implementing a mandatory College 101 session for students considering post-secondary education. College 101 will be offered yearly in the spring for students in their junior year of high school. The topics include: 
· Financial literacy and filling out the financial aid form, 
· Working with the disability services offices, whether it’s at a community college, public university, or private college, and
· Review of expectations and responsibilities of college students.
· SSB staff will review academic curriculum and course offerings to students considering post-secondary education.
· SSB staff will train on and assist with completing financial aid documents and college applications.
· SSB staff will provide and review the SSB Post-Secondary Resource Guide to students.
· For those students who require it, SSB will purchase and provide interpreters and readers so students have the supports they need to access this pre-employment transition service.

Workplace Readiness Training
Students will receive comprehensive workplace readiness training to improve and enhance their independent living and vocational skills so they are prepared for eventual employment. Individualized and group services to students will include:
· SSB is hosting a spring Job Readiness Fair, which will provide students exposure to a variety of internship and work opportunities.
· Students in 11th and 12th grade are offered an opportunity to participate in the Summer Transition Program (STP). STP is a joint collaboration between the Minnesota Department of Education and SSB to provide workplace readiness training, including adjustment to blindness training, as well as a work experience to students who are blind, visually impaired, or DeafBlind. 
· There are two year-round pre-employment transition programs that offer group and individualized services to students. Duluth Lighthouse and BLIND Incorporated provide a setting for students to develop and practice soft skills and functional living skills. 
· Financial literacy and benefits counseling is provided on an individualized based and in group settings. The Pre-Employment Transition Coordinator provides financial planning classes to the Minnesota State Academy for the Blind’s students.
· SSB has contracted with the Blind and Socially Savvy program, which is specifically designed to train students who are blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind in interacting in social and work environments appropriately. 
· SSB promotes comprehensive adjustment to blindness/deafblindness training for all students who are blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind who require it to be successful in independent living and employment. This training includes rehabilitation teaching (cooking, cleaning, and other activities of daily living), assistive technology, Braille, and orientation and mobility.
· SSB requires all students in their last year of high school to have an orientation and mobility assessment to determine their travel skills in their schools and communities. If they still have areas of improvement, SSB will purchase additional orientation and mobility training for that student. 
· SSB staff provides many methods for students to access job seeking skills training, including through: year- round pre-employment transition programs; STP; one-on-one or group training with the rehabilitation counselor, Work Opportunities Navigator, or contracted vendors; and Creative Job Search classes provided by the Workforce Centers.
· For those students who require it, SSB will purchase and provide workplace trainers and occupational communication specialists (OCS) so students can learn the work requirements and responsibilities on the job site. OCS is a person who provides workplace training in another language, such as American Sign Language.
· For those students who require it, SSB will purchase and provide interpreters and readers so students have the supports they need to access this pre-employment transition service.

Instruction in Self-Advocacy
Students will have access to instruction in self-advocacy through internal SSB staff, blind and DeafBlind advocacy groups, and other external partners. Individualized and group services to students will include:
· The Work Opportunities Navigator is developing a peer mentorship program that connects students with professionals employed in the student’s vocational interest areas. These professionals may also have disabilities. 
· Instruction in self-advocacy, disability disclosure, and requesting accommodations is provided through counseling with SSB staff, the year-round pre-employment transition programs, and STP.
· Stipends will be available to students so they can attend and participate in local, state, and national advocacy conventions and workshops hosted by advocacy groups, including the National Federation for the Blind (NFB), the American Council of the Blind (ACB), and the American Association for DeafBlind (AADB).
· SSB, in collaboration with the schools and advocacy originations, will ensure that students have opportunities to participate in leadership activities. The State Rehabilitation Council and the associated sub-committees will actively seek out a representative who is a student with a vision loss.
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Blueprint: Authorized Pre-Employment Transition Services 
Funds available and remaining after the provision of the required activities may be used to improve the transition of students with disabilities from school to postsecondary education or an employment outcome. The following strategies have been developed in partnership with the State Rehabilitation Council, and they take into consideration historical concerns that have caused many students not to be successful in their independence and employment.

SSB will make available the following authorized activities with the remaining funds:

Implementing effective strategies to increase the likelihood of independent living and inclusion in communities and competitive integrated workplaces.
· SSB will provide students with the necessary assistive technology and training so they can be successful in post-secondary education and in employment. Students who are proficient in their technology and who utilize several methods to access information are more likely to become and stay employed. They are also more likely to be successful in their post-secondary programs. 
· In order to participate successfully in pre-employment transition services, support services will be provided to all students who require them. Support services include transportation, child care, housing at adjustment to blindness training centers, personal attendant services, and travel and lodging stipends for conventions and workshops. Without these support services, students would not be able to access the pre-employment transition services available to them. Because we are an agency that works with individuals who are blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind, transportation is one of the largest barriers to accessing services. In addition, many of our students who are DeafBlind required intervenors (a type of personal attendant) to participate in services. The other support services listed are also important for ensuring participation and access.

Developing and improving strategies for individuals with intellectual disabilities and individuals with significant disabilities to live independently; participate in postsecondary education experiences; and obtain, advance and retain competitive integrated employment.
· SSB staff will host college tours and visits to the disability services offices.
· SSB has partnered with a vendor to develop and broadcast podcasts to students throughout the state and nation. This podcast is called “Blind Abilities Teencast”.  This podcast is available on an app that can be downloaded from the Apple Store. This podcast exposes teens to different career pathways by interviewing successful blind, visually impaired and DeafBlind individuals about their careers. The podcast also provides tips for independent living skills and a way for students to connect with each other. 

Providing instruction to vocational rehabilitation counselors, school transition personnel, and other persons supporting students with disabilities.
· SSB has partnered with the Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) to provide training to travel instructors to improve their skills working with students who are deafblind and who need to travel independently in their schools, communities, and work settings. 
· On an ongoing basis, SSB presents information about the BRIDGE to Success program to education, advocacy, training, and other entities working with students to increase and enhance positive career outcomes for youth.                                                                                                                                    
· SSB is developing a training plan for rehabilitation counselors to learn more about Person Centered Planning. 
· SSB is focused on parent outreach, which occurs via a bi-monthly newsletter “The Spectacle”, the Blind Abilities Teencast, and hosted workshops, including College 101.
· SSB collaborates with Work-Based Learning Coordinators to establish better alignment between the schools’ work planning and the vocational rehabilitation program. SSB provides technical consultation about work accommodations for blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind students.                                          
· The Work Opportunities Navigator will host in-service training to employers that provides structure and guidance around adding to their workforce student interns and student workers who may be blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind.

Disseminating information about innovative, effective, and efficient approaches to achieve the goals of this section.
· The SSB Pre-Employment Transition Services Coordinator sends out a bi-monthly newsletter called “The Spectacle.” This newsletter highlights upcoming events, tips and tricks, resources, and other information helpful to students. 
· We have developed marketing materials, including updated intake materials, targeted towards students. These materials are used to find students and teach them about our program. 
· SSB’s Audio Services Unit and Radio Talking Book have developed pre-employment transition specific audio materials and broadcasts. 
· SSB developed two pre-employment transition services videos that are shared with educators, parents, and employers about the benefits of receiving vocational rehabilitation and pre-employment transition services.      
· The Pre-Employment Transition Services Coordinator is a key presenter on pre-employment transition services at several educational conferences and groups, including Charting the C’s, and the Statewide Vision Network.

Coordinating activities with transition services provided by local educational agencies under the IDEA.
· In collaboration with the established Communities of Practice, SSB is braiding specific blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind vocational concepts with students.
· There is ongoing coordination with SSB, Vocational Rehabilitation Services, the Minnesota Department of Education, Community Rehabilitation Providers, and other agencies to set up summer and year-round pre-employment transition programs.
· SSB, Vocational Rehabilitation Services, and the Minnesota Department of Education is developing an updated Interagency Agreement that identifies areas of responsibility, collaboration, and structure for pre-employment transition services.                                                                                                                                                                                                                
· Rehabilitation counselors and other related pre-employment transition staff attend IEP meetings whenever they are invited.
· SSB’s Pre-Employment Transition Services Coordinator is a representative on the Site Council for the Minnesota State Academy for the Blind, as well as the Council for Blind and Visual Impairment for the Minnesota Department of Education.     
· SSB’s Braille and Audio Unit is responsible for the Braille, e-text, and audio transcription of elementary, secondary, and some post-secondary educational materials for students. This transcription is done through an arrangement with the Minnesota Department of Education.                                                 
Applying evidence-based findings to improve policy, procedure, practice, and the preparation of personnel, in order to better achieve the goals of this section.
· SSB’s pre-employment transition staff, in collaboration with the data analyst, is developing a data collection and analysis process regarding the effective provision of pre-employment transition services. The results will aid in the implementation and adjustment of these services provided by SSB.
· There will be a survey provide to parents and students that will evaluate the year-round and summer transition programs.
· SSB’s pre-employment transition group will develop a tracking system to document pre-employment transition services to both potentially eligible and eligible students, including those on the waiting list. Currently, SSB’s case management system is not set up to track individuals who have not applied for services. The new case management system that will be implemented June 2017 is equipped to better track these services to potentially eligible students. Currently, tracking is done via an Excel spreadsheet.
· On an annual basis, program evaluation will occur to identify compliance and gaps in services. 
· The Work Opportunities Navigator will develop and maintain an employer network to track work experiences, internships, and apprenticeships for students.

Developing model transition demonstration projects.
No activities identified at this time

Establishing or supporting multistate or regional partnerships.
No activities identified at this time

Disseminating information and strategies to improve the transition to postsecondary activities of individuals who are members of traditionally unserved and underserved populations.
· SSB’s Outreach Coordinator and the Work Opportunities Navigator will develop a strategy for outreach to students in minority communities, including the Hmong and Somali communities. These communities are traditionally underserved at SSB and throughout the State of Minnesota. 
· SSB is developing an outreach plan to locate students who are homeschooled or attending private and charter schools. These students may not be aware of SSB and the available pre-employment transition services. These students are also not included in the Minnesota Unduplicated Child Count.
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Conclusion
Given the critical importance of implementing pre-employment transition services as identified in WIOA, SSB is developing a comprehensive training plan to educate Workforce Development Unit (WDU) staff so they will understand and be literate in the policy implications and the practical applications of the regulations. Specifically, staff will learn what each of the five required and nine authorized pre-employment transition services are, how to deliver them, and how to document compliance.
WDU staff will be trained in WIOA so that case documentation reflects delivery of the pre-employment transition services and compliance with the act. Training will be conducted through-out FFY-2017 and will consist of three phases: exposure, practice and learn, and competency and mastery.
We want to broaden statewide outreach and information to transition students and their families, as well as employers and external stakeholders, so the objectives of the SSB transition program meets the needs of the transition students served. 

We also want to locate unserved blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind transition students so they and their families are aware of SSB programs and services available to them, specifically targeting students in private, charter, and home school environments.   By establishing networks, an email list, and workshops or training experiences we hope to increase the scope of Pre-ETS significantly from our current level. 

An important part of our plan is to develop and maintain an employer network by building relationships with businesses through on-going in-person and telephone/e-mail contact that will serve to establish a ready pool of potential work experience settings for students.

Last, we want to identify resources students can independently access in their communities that facilitate the five required PETS activities, specifically focusing on students and families in Greater Minnesota.  

