A. Input of State Rehabilitation Council
The Minnesota State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind (hereinafter “SRC-B) is a council whose members are appointed by Governor Mark Dayton, consistent with the requirements of 34 CFR 361. 17(b)(3) and related regulation. The SRC-B is an advisory council to Minnesota State Services for the Blind (hereinafter “SSB”), a division within the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development (hereinafter “DEED”). 
In formulating its input and recommendations for this state plan, the SRC-B reviewed a considerable amount of information, including, but not limited to:
1. information supplied to the SRC-B by SSB;
2. information supplied to the SRC-B by DEED;
3. information developed by the SRC-B;  and
4. information and input received from the public at SRC-B meetings.
Summary of input and recommendations from the SRC-B
Cooperative Agreements with Agencies Not Carrying Out Activities Under the Statewide Workforce Development System Section C 
The SRC-B will vote on this section at the February 4, 2016 Council meeting. 
SSB Response:
Coordination with Education Section D
The SRC-B will vote on this section at the February 4, 2016 Council meeting.
SSB Response:
Cooperative Agreements with Private Nonprofits Section E
The SRC-B will vote on this section at the February 4, 2016 Council meeting.
SSB Response: 
Arrangements and Cooperative Agreements Regarding Supported Employment Section F
The SRC-B will vote on this section at the February 4, 2016 Council meeting.
SSB Response:
Coordination with Employers Section G
The SRC-B will vote on this section at the February 4, 2016 Council meeting. 
SSB Response:
Coordination with Employers Section H
The SRC-B will vote on this section at the February 4, 2016 Council meeting. 
SSB Response:
Comprehensive System of Personnel Development Section I
The SRC-B will vote on this section at the February 4, 2016 Council meeting.
SSB Response: 
Statewide Assessment J
The Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment Taskforce met in 2015 to review the needs assessment. An updated needs assessment was provided to the Council on June 4, 2015 with the understanding that RSA did not require State Plan submission on July 1, 2015 for FFY 2016. The taskforce met on November 16, 2015 to review and update the needs assessment. The updated needs assessment was presented to the Council at the December 3, 2015 meeting. 
SSB Response: SSB agrees with the SRC-B.
Annual Estimates Section K
SSB updated the annual estimates and submitted this section on July 1, 2015 along with the Order of Selection section.  The updated annual estimates were presented to the Council on December 3, 2015.
SSB Response: SSB agrees with the SRC-B.
Goals and Priorities Section L
The SRC-B has a standing “Customer Satisfaction and Goals & Priorities Committee” which reviews and makes recommendations regarding customer satisfaction, goals and priorities, and VR effectiveness. The committee reports quarterly to the full SRC-B. In preparing the strategies for the goals and priorities, the SRC-B committees submitted their recommendations to SSB.  In 2015 the Customer Satisfaction and Goals & Priorities Committee reviewed the recommendations from the committees and developed goals and priorities for FFY 2016 with the understanding that RSA did not require State Plan submission on July 1, 2015. The SRC-B voted unanimously with one abstention on April 2, 2015 to approve the goals and priorities with no additional input.  On October 28, 2015 the committee met to review and update the goals and priorities. They were presented to the SRC-B at the December 3, 2015 meeting and received a unanimous vote of approval. 
SSB Response: SSB agrees with the SRC-B.
Order Of Selection Section M
SSB implemented Order Of Selection on October 1, 2015 after considerable discussion with the SRC-B. The Order Of Selection section was developed and submitted to RSA by SSB on July 1, 2015 for FFY 2016.  The section was presented to the SRC-B at the December 3, 2015 meeting. 
SSB Response: 
Goals for Title VI Part B Section N
The SRC-B will vote on this section at the February 4, 2016 Council meeting. 
SSB Response: SSB agrees with the SRC-B.
Strategies for Goals Section O
The SRC-B has a standing “Customer Satisfaction and Goals & Priorities Committee” which reviews and makes recommendations regarding customer satisfaction, goals and priorities, and VR effectiveness. The committee reports quarterly to the full SRC-B. In preparing the strategies for the goals and priorities, the SRC-B committees submitted their recommendations to SSB.  In 2015 the Customer Satisfaction and Goals & Priorities Committee reviewed the recommendations from the committees and developed goals and priorities for FFY 2016 with the understanding that RSA did not require State Plan submission on July 1, 2015. The SRC-B voted unanimously with one abstention on April 2, 2015 to approve the goals, priorities, and strategies with no additional input.  On October 28, 2015 the committee met to review and update the goals, priorities, and strategies. They were presented to the SRC-B at the December 3, 2015 meeting and received a unanimous vote of approval. 
SSB Response: SSB agrees with the SRC-B.	
Evaluation and Report of Progress Section P 
The SRC-B has a standing “Customer Satisfaction and Goals & Priorities Committee” which reviews and makes recommendations regarding customer satisfaction, goals and priorities, and VR effectiveness. The committee reports quarterly to the full SRC-B. In preparing the year end year report which becomes this attachment, SSB formatted the material in a summary model which is different than the historical model of responding to each priority and strategy. The Committee requested the historical model be used for the SRC-B presentation in December, 2015 and their Annual Report. The report was approved unanimously with one abstention on December 3, 2015. There was no additional input or recommendations.
SSB Response: SSB agreed with the reformatting for the Annual report, but will migrate to a new, more summary model of presentation in this attachment.  SSB believes that a summary model is more in line with the expectations of RSA. 



B. Request for Waiver of Statewideness
This agency has not requested a waiver of statewideness. 


C. Cooperative Agreement with Agencies Not Carrying Out Activities Under the Statewide Workforce Development System.
VR-SSB does not have a formal interagency agreement with the programs carried out by the Department of Agriculture's undersecretary for rural development, nor does it have formal agreements with other federal or State agencies, except as noted below.  All qualified VR counselors have been provided a description of the programs provided by the USDA Minnesota Rural Development Offices and are able to access these services as needed.
SSB continues to work in collaboration with the other designated state unit in Minnesota, Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS), and has arrangements for providing reciprocal referral services between VR-SSB and VRS. SSB has developed and implemented a formal cooperative agreement with representatives of the higher education system in the State: the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities (MNSCU) System. SSB has established working relationships with programs which provide services to minority populations such as the New Americans Program (a program within VRS) and the Hmong American Partnership (HAP) in the Minneapolis/St. Paul area. Adult Basic Education (ABE) programs have become important partners with SSB in serving customers, especially pertaining to services to English Language Learners (ELL), which had been an objective within our RSA Quality Training Grant. VR-SSB also has formal interagency agreements with the American Indian VR programs in the State. 


D. Coordination with Education Officials
In February, 2014 a revised Interagency Agreement was completed between the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED), Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS), State Services for the Blind (SSB) and the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE), Division of Special Education pursuant to the coordination of transition services requirements of the Rehabilitation Act, Section 101(a)(11)9D), 34 C.F.R.§ 361.22 and 34 C.F.R. § 300.154.
The intent of this agreement is to:
· Through consultation and technical assistance, assist local educational agencies (LEAs) in planning for the transition of students with disabilities from school to post- school activities, including VR. 
· Provide transition planning by personnel of VRS and SSB alongside secondary special education staff that facilitates the development and completion of their Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.
· Define the roles and responsibilities, including financial responsibilities, of each agency, including provisions for determining State lead agencies and qualified personnel responsible for transition services.
· Designate procedures for outreach to students with disabilities who are in need of transition services. Outreach to students should occur as early as possible during the transition planning process and will include, at a minimum, a description of the purpose of the vocational rehabilitation program, eligibility requirements, application procedures, and scope of services that may be provided.
The agreement clarifies how Minnesota’s two vocational rehabilitation programs will assist education agencies in providing consultation and technical assistance. This agreement will also include technical assistance to DEED’s VRS and SSB staff, and secondary special education staff.  A few activities include:
· MDE, Division of Special Education and DEED’s VRS/SSB agree to share responsibility for ensuring students with disabilities receive current information about their strengths, interests and preferences in order to make informed choices about competitive employment prior to leaving school.  
· MDE, Division of Special Education and DEED’s VRS/SSB agree to share responsibility for ensuring that students with disabilities receive exposure to career information through Minnesota’s Internet System for Education and Employment Knowledge (ISEEK), Minnesota Career Information System (MCIS) or other state supported sites. Information could include connections to postsecondary education requirements, current labor market forecasts, and job outlook to assist the student in making informed choices about their future.
· MDE, Division of Special Education and DEED’s VRS/SSB will work together to implement career exploration and vocational skills development for transition-age students with disabilities.
· MDE, Division of Special Education and DEED’s VRS/SSB agree to collaborate and promote transition to adult services through participation in existing councils, committees, and other workgroups within respective agencies. 
· Joint Transition Planning
· MDE, Division of Special Education and DEED’s VRS/SSB agree to accept shared responsibility for the transition planning for students with disabilities receiving both special education and VR services. DEED’s VRS/SSB staff agrees to be active participants in the transition planning process once VR eligibility is determined.
Roles and Responsibilities:
· MDE, Division of Special Education is responsible for ensuring that local education agencies provide special education and related services as documented in students’ Individualized Education Program. 
· DEED’s VRS/SSB assists students with disabilities in making informed choices to prepare for, obtain and maintain employment. Services relate to assessing an individual’s VR needs, developing and implementing an individualized plan for employment (IPE), and assisting in the achievement of the employment goals for the individuals served. 
· MDE, Division of Special Education and DEED’s VRS/SSB are financially responsible for the services they provide under its own laws and rules.
· Outreach and Identification:
· MDE, Division of Special Education and DEED’s VRS/SSB staff will work together to develop outreach tools related to integrated competitive employment for students with disabilities, school personnel, and other community agencies. Materials may include a description of the purpose of the VR program, referral process, eligibility requirements, priority of services, application procedures, and scope of services that may be provided to eligible individuals.
· MDE, Division of Special Education and DEED’s VRS/SSB staff will support Community Transition Interagency Committees (CTICs) to improve interagency collaboration among those that support youth with disabilities.
In a manner consistent with the requirements of Section 101(a)(11)(D) of the Act, SSB has continued as an active signatory to the Minnesota Interagency Cooperative Agreement to Plan, an agreement that has been in place since December 1987. This agreement is an understanding among organizations to facilitate the necessary changes, both within and among the several agencies, to realize an equitable statewide system for transition services. It provides information about what agency services exist and how agencies work together in Minnesota's communities. With local input, agencies can actively participate in the planning and creating of employment and community living options for individuals with disabilities of transition age.
There are several parts to the Minnesota Interagency Cooperative Agreement to Plan including a listing of members and a goals section. Three levels of goals are identified:
· Planning for Individuals 
· Community Planning 
· Statewide Planning 
Another key section is the matrix which summarizes secondary and post-secondary school services available from each signatory agency to meet transition-related needs of individuals with disabilities. This section identifies available resources and defines the financial responsibility of each agency for necessary transition services.
Minnesota State Interagency Committee
In June 1998, a new State-level committee, established by state statute, the Minnesota State Interagency Committee (MnSIC), held its first meeting.  The mission of MnSIC, as delineated in Minnesota statute, is to "...develop and implement a coordinated, multi-disciplinary, interagency service system for children ages three to 21 with disabilities."
Members of MnSIC include two representatives from the Minnesota Association of Counties; two representatives each from MDE, Department of Commerce, Department of Corrections, VRS and SSB within the Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED), Department of Health, and the Department of Human Services; one representative from the Minnesota School Boards Association and the School Nurses Organization of Minnesota; and one ex-officio representative from the Minnesota Administrators of Special Education (MASE). The representatives were appointed by the respective commissioners or directors and have been meeting regularly since the summer of 1998.  MnSIC roles and responsibilities as defined in legislation include:
· Identify and assist in removing State and federal barriers to local coordination of services provided to children with disabilities 
· Identify adequate, equitable, and flexible funding sources to streamline these services 
· Develop guidelines for implementing policies that ensure a comprehensive and coordinated system of all State and local agency services, including multi-disciplinary assessment practices for children with disabilities ages three to 21 
· Develop, consistent with federal law, a standardized written plan for providing services to a child with disabilities 
· Identify how current systems for dispute resolution can be coordinated and develop guidelines for coordination 
· Develop an evaluation process to measure the success of State and local interagency efforts in improving the quality and coordination of services to children with disabilities ages three to 21 
· Develop guidelines to assist the governing boards of the interagency early intervention committees in carrying out the duties assigned to them by Minnesota State statute 145A.027
· Carry out other duties necessary to develop and implement within communities a coordinated, multi-disciplinary, interagency intervention service system for children with disabilities 
Several significant products have been implemented as a result of the interagency activities of this group.  An updated formal interagency agreement with the State educational agency was implemented April 1, 2000, and reviewed for the need to update in 2005.  The Individualized Interagency Intervention Plan (IIIP), a single document which delineates and coordinates all services needed by a child with a disability, was implemented incrementally beginning January 1, 2001.  The implementation was completed by the fall of 2003 and included all eligible youth to age 21. This implementation included extensive statewide training provided by members of the MnSIC.  Currently, evaluation methods are being developed and implemented. The MnSIC and the interagency management team (IMT) continue to develop annual goals for interagency collaboration on services to children and youth including transition activities.
Community Transition Interagency Committee (CTIC)
Community Transition Interagency Committees began in Minnesota in 1987.  The requirements for a CTIC are outlined below.  Existing CTICs sponsor different professional development opportunities for educators and interagency partners in their local communities.
Minnesota Stat. § 125A.22 Community Transition Interagency Committees
A CTIC is a district, group of districts, or special education cooperative, in cooperation with the county or counties in which the district or cooperative is located, that must establish a community transition interagency committee for youth with disabilities, beginning at grade 9 or age equivalent, and their families. Members of the committee must consist of representatives from special education, vocational and regular education, community education, postsecondary education and training institutions, mental health, adults with disabilities who have received transition services if such persons are available, parents of youth with disabilities, local business or industry, rehabilitation services, county social services, health agencies, and additional public or private adult service providers as appropriate. The committee must elect a chair and must meet regularly. The committee must:
(1) identify current services, programs, and funding sources provided within the community for secondary and postsecondary aged youth with disabilities and their families;
(2) facilitate the development of multiagency teams to address present and future transition needs of individual students on their individualized education programs;
(3) develop a community plan to include mission, goals, and objectives, and an implementation plan to assure that transition needs of individuals with disabilities are met;
(4) recommend changes or improvements in the community system of transition services;
(5) exchange agency information such as appropriate data, effectiveness studies, special projects, exemplary programs, and creative funding of programs; and
(6) following procedures determined by the commissioner, prepare a yearly summary assessing the progress of transition services in the community. 
SSB has continued involvement of their counselors in local CTIC activity. The low incidence of blindness among students of transition age continues to be an issue that SSB staff need to accommodate for in their work with local school districts and CTICs.
Centers for Independent Living (CIL)
Throughout the Centers’ history in Minnesota, state monies have been provided for independent living skills training necessary for youths with disabilities to make the transition from family and school to independent living and the workplace.  As a result of the 1997 Minnesota legislature allocating additional money to the CILs for transition services, the eight CILs in Minnesota have expanded and enhanced independent living transition services.  In recent years, funding for the CILs has been reduced, in turn reducing transition services. 
SSB has expanded its formal working relationships with independent living centers through an operating agreement with the Center for Independent Living of Northeast Minnesota in 2011.
Future Direction
With the hire of a Transition Coordinator, State Services for the Blind works with students, families, and teachers to help students transition to life after high school.
Implementing SSB BRIDGE 
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 of our BRIDGE framework highlights an essential component that teenagers need in order to succeed after high school: 
· Basic Skills 
· Role Models 
· Initiative
· Discovery
· Goal Setting
· Experience

Through SSB, teens 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, DeafBlind, or visually impaired develop the skills and confidence for a bright future.
The Transition Coordinator works in collaboration with Kristin Oien, MDE Specialist and teachers of the blind and visually impaired. 
Examples include:
· Tracking the work related activities of transition students.  This allows the impact of SSB’s emphasis on employment/enrichment activities to be monitored and the eventual employment success be measured. 
· SSB representatives are now invited to State Vision Network (SVN) meetings regularly.  SSB staff are regular presenters at the meetings.   
· Kristin has included SSB on the Summer Transition Committee (STP) Steering Committee.  This program now contains a job component in which students gain work experience in their communities. 
· SSB has co-facilitated BVI special interest brain storming groups at SVN meetings. 
· SSB’s relationship with Minnesota State Academy for the Blind (MSAB) has been strengthened through enhanced relationships with John Davis (Director), Connie Telshow (Transition Coordinator) and Ken Treblehorn (AT Teacher). SSB staff is represented on MSAB Site Council. Additionally, the SSB Transition Coordinator will present seminars and workshops to students on campus. 
· SSB is now a presenter and co-facilitator at the MSAB Family Transition Weekend.
· Kristin Oien is a permanent and active member of the SCR-B’s Transition Committee along with SSB’s Transition Coordinator.
·  SSB staff presented at BVI teacher state conference along with representatives from the University of Minnesota.   
· SSB staff participated in Low Vision Clinics at MDE to offer resources to children and their families. 
· A unique Intake Folder for transition students and their families was created. Resources specific to high school students are included in this folder. 
· SSB has continued outreach efforts to teachers and parents via email listservs. Resources are distributed and questions responded to through email communication. 
SSB staff have been part of a broad array of transition partnerships and relevant school-to-work models. With the new emphasis on Pre-Employment Transition Services (PETS) in the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), SSB will continue to work with traditional partners to promote these models and facilitate effective implementation of emerging school-to-work efforts.
The activities detailed below are designed to facilitate outreach and referral efforts to transition-age students who are blind or visually impaired. The goals of this ongoing involvement by the counselor in the education of a student, beginning as early as age 14, are to enable a student to live independently before leaving a school setting, have a greater understanding of relevant employment options, and develop self-advocacy skills.
· SSB added a specific goal related to Transition outreach to the agency’s Goals and Priorities beginning in FY08.  For FY14, specific strategies will be implemented toward the goal of increasing the number of transition students who apply for services between the ages of 14-15 include:  
· Continuation of working statewide with Special Education teachers, teachers of the blind, visually impaired, or DeafBlind and other IEP team members in designated school districts to facilitate regular information meetings with SSB counselors.
· Development of methods to evaluate the effectiveness of communication about SSB to transition students and their families.
· Working collaboratively with the Minority Outreach Committee and develop outreach strategies for teachers of the blind, visually impaired and DeafBlind to provide information to students and their families from minority communities about SSB.
· Identification of a plan to engage counselors, teachers, leaders, employers, business and community resources to focus on student employment during high school so that every student will have at least one employment interaction that consists of a job shadow, informational interview, employment interview, or mentoring session.
Specific activities undertaken by the Transition Coordinator include:
· SSB has created a Newsletter for students, parents, and teachers. This publication is distributed every other month during the school year. 
· SSB has hosted a “Summer Opportunities Fair” which showcases summer programs available to high school students. 
•	SSB is involved in year-round transition programs which were awarded to vendors based on an RFP. 
· A Transition Flyer was produced in collaboration with Outreach staff in order to identify unique services SSB provides to transition students.
Additional outreach activities include: 
· SSB is actively involved in one unique summer program focused on transition.  The Summer Transition Program (STP) serves as many as 25 high school juniors and/or seniors each summer.  It is housed at St. Thomas University in St Paul, Minnesota, and is designed to provide alternative skills training and career exploration activities for participating students.  Staff members assist students with transition goals that may include informational interviews, job shadowing, and mentoring. This gives students a first-hand experience in the world of work.  While living in the dorms at St. Thomas, students also participate in a variety of independent living activities with specific mobility, self-care, communication, leadership, and related goals.
· A wide range of transition programs, separate and apart from the above summer programs, are individually tailored by counselors to meet the unique needs of each student.  Such initiatives might include summer work experiences, advanced computer skills training, college readiness training, advanced training programs in specific educational areas, and attendance at the Helen Keller National Training Center.  SSB assigns a staff member as liaison with the State Academy for the Blind, with specific focus on transition needs.  Joint efforts with the State Academy are also focused on better vocational preparation of blind students of transition age.
· Several outreach efforts continue to be part of SSB's transition activities.  These activities include involvement with the Statewide Vision Network, vision teachers who meet four times each school year to discuss issues related to the education of blind children of all ages.  Outreach and identification of youth of transition age needing transition services are facilitated via this network.  Network participants alert parents of youth needing transition services to services offered by SSB. The agency also offers meeting space and presentations to the National Association of Parents of Visually Impaired Children in Minnesota (MN NAPVI) to address concerns about their children’s future and offer Communication Department Services.
· Counselors also work individually with high schools to focus on outreach and identification of youth in need of transition services (including youth who are not currently receiving special education services).  Counselors attend IEPs/IIIPs, at the invitation of the parents and vision teacher, to educate prospective customers about SSB services. SSB has ongoing outreach to Adjustment to Blindness Centers to offer presentations to the transition aged youth participating in their Student Spring Seminar, PREP programs and other youth gatherings.


E. Cooperative Agreements with Private Non-profit Organizations
State Services for the Blind (SSB) has master contracts with three full-time Community Rehabilitation Providers (CRPs) which focus on blindness and also provide other services to blind and visually impaired customers.  SSB discusses programs, services, and rates during the development of the master contracts.  SSB staff also answers questions and discusses any issues with each CRP as necessary.  The director of SSB approves all service costs charged by these CRPs after review by staff internal to SSB.
SSB has developed and implemented a comprehensive vendor monitoring system which utilizes SharePoint for the overall management of the process. Vendors are reviewed in person on a 3 year cycle with reviews taking place throughout the year.  Feedback to date has been positive from the vendors and is helping to create a better channel for communication and feedback about services delivered.  In one case, this has led to a vendor-SSB committee to develop a more meaningful reporting tool with the vendor.
SSB contracts with CRPs to provide the minimum of 6 weeks intensive training under sleep shades from an adjustment to blindness center for Rehabilitation Counselors which is required by statute. Contracts have also been developed with CRPs to provide transition programs to students. Services are meant to augment work done by school districts with activities on evenings and weekends. 
Additionally, SSB has implemented “Vendor Forums” twice per year as an opportunity to provide updates about agency happenings, discuss trends in findings from monitoring visits and provide training on pertinent topics such as data practices, navigating the state system for job placement and assistive technology.
In the area of assistive technology, vendors were part of a pilot program which tested a new curriculum and reporting tool for technology training. That curriculum and reporting tool have since been adopted as standard procedure. 
In the summer of 2015, a request for proposal (RFP) was released to the public to provide programming to transition students during the school year in the evenings and weekends designed to augment/supplement training they are receiving in school. Beginning on October 2015, SSB awarded two Adjustment To Blindness training centers contracts to provide these services. 


F. Arrangements and Cooperative Agreements For The Provision of Supported Employment Services
For customers that require other types of training or services from community-based rehabilitation programs, including supported employment program services, State Services for the Blind (SSB) utilizes community rehabilitation programs (CRPs) that have master contracts versus operating agreements with the general rehabilitation Designated State Unit, Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS) or with SSB.  Due to the changes in Minnesota’s new accounting system, the operating agreements shifted to master contracts in October of 2012.  With this shift, there were additional requirements for each vendor which included maintenance of liability insurance.  As a result of this requirement, several vendors chose to no longer do business with SSB.  New vendors have subsequently replaced those individuals, maintaining a high degree of choice and availability of services for customers. 
Services to all supported employment program customers including youth have and will continue to be provided under fee-for-service contracts with CRPs.  SSB's relationship with these CRPs is governed by master contracts with either SSB or VRS for the specific services required.  The master contracts describe the services offered by the CRP and the agreed upon cost of each service.  Information about each CRP is provided to each customer so that they can make an informed choice in the selection of their service provider.
Extended services are secured via individual agreements with non-VR organizations, including a number of agreements with an array of counties in Minnesota. 


G. Coordination with Employers
Describe how the designated State unit will work with employers to identify competitive integrated employment and career exploration opportunities in order to facilitate the provision of:
(1)VR services; and
(2) transition services; including pre-employment transition services, for students and youth with disabilities.
There are many ways in which SSB works with employers to identify competitive integrated employment and career exploration opportunities. SSB has a team of 3 Employment Specialists who help employers meet their needs with qualified talent. Some of the services they provide to employers include impressing the importance of a diverse work force, job site analysis, training on the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and retention services for employees with vision issues.
SSB routinely attends networking events that allow us to promote disability awareness and sensitivity training through offering presentations, trainings, resources and technical assistance to potential employers, public and private, throughout Minnesota. SSB has presented to the State of MN Human Resources leaders on the advantages of hiring people who are visually impaired, blind and DeafBlind.  We have presented to major MN and national companies including Land O’ Lakes, the Veteran’s Administration, Medtronic, and 3M on services and candidates that SSB can provide their business.  
SSB provides courtesy services, resources and follow up to employers, public and private, throughout Minnesota that have hired individuals with disabilities. These also include presentations, trainings, resources and technical assistance. Frequently SSB staff will visit employers to test their computer system and data bases for accessibility free of charge. Additionally, our staff will provide technology and expertise in accessing information to employers.  Finally, SSB has provided training to managers and employers on hiring and working with people with disabilities. 
SSB is actively participating and providing leadership and guidance to local and national groups devoted to connecting employers with qualified individuals with disabilities such as MNCARRS, CSAVR/NET, Project Search Leadership Team and Statewide Placement Partnerships. 
Minnesota Community Advisors on Recruitment and Retention Solutions (MnCARRS) is a partnership between agencies within the State of Minnesota and leaders of organizations representing minority communities, women, veterans, and people with disabilities.
MnCARRS partners serve as recruiters and credible voices within their communities to promote the State of Minnesota as an employer of choice.  In return, the State provides advance communication of employment opportunities, improved communications about the State's employment processes, and assistance with mock interviews and training to improve candidate's performance in the hiring process.
Additionally, State agencies and MnCARRS partners participate in partner-sponsored career fairs, community outreach events, job information sessions, training sessions, resource sharing, and more.
Currently, MnCARRS is co-chaired by Minnesota Management and Budget (MMB) and the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT). MnCARRS partners meet on a quarterly basis (4x per year) at a rotating location in the Twin Cities.
The Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation (CSAVR) has its own National Employment Team (NET) that is comprised of one point of contract for each of the 80 rehabilitation programs nationwide. The sole purpose of this team is connect with employers on a national level including private employers and federal partners. 
Through the NET, SSB can connect with approximately 2-4 new employers monthly. Also, through the NET, SSB regularly receives correspondence and/or job leads from approximately another dozen or so employers per month. SSB provides trainings/presentations for businesses through the NET approximately 4-6 times yearly. Last year SSB did 8 sessions. Each year, SSB has customers hired by employers connecting through the NET. 
Project Search is an internship program for students finishing their last year of high school.  Instead of going to school they go to three, 10 week internship rotations with a business in the hopes that a job is offered after the 3rd rotation.  This is a non-paid program and all students are in an integrated competitive employment situation. The Project Search Leadership team is a group of State Directors that over see’s school districts requests to start a Project Search program.  SSB reviews their proposal and determine if it would be a good site to incorporate the program. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]There are over 250 Project Search sites around the world.   There are 5 active sites in MN at Medtronic, Children’s Hospital and Clinics, Minneapolis, Avera Hospital in Marshall, MN, Fairview Lakes Medical Center in Wyoming, MN, and Hennepin County Medical Center in Minneapolis. A total of 5 visually impaired customers have taken part.  One was hired/ employed part-time at Minneapolis Children’s Hospital. 
There are 14 Statewide Placement Partnership groups that have formed throughout the state with 4 in the metro area. They are comprised of folks from Rehabilitation Services, SSB and outside placement vendors who meet bi-monthly to discuss job leads, host employer panels, tour employers, and develop relationships with potential employers.  
SSB has a full time Transition Coordinator who collaborates services with the Business Relations Consultants with employer related outreach.
SSB frequently acts as subject matter expert and a resource for other state programs that connect directly to employers across Minnesota, such as DEED Workforce Development and Business Service Specialists. 


H. Interagency Cooperation
Describe how the designated State Unit will collaborate with the State agency responsible for administering each of the following programs to develop opportunities for competitive integrated employment, to the greatest extent practicable:
1. The State Medicaid plan under Title XIX of the Social Security Act;
2. The State agency responsible for providing services for individuals with developmental disabilities; and
3. The State agency responsible for providing mental health services.

THE STATE MEDICAID PLAN UNDER TITLE XIX OF THE SOCIAL SECURITY ACT
Medical Assistance, the state’s Medicaid program, is administered by the Minnesota Department of Human Services (DHS). Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS) and State Services for the Blind (SSB) collaborate closely with DHS in the provision of a variety of Medicaid services:
Waiver Programs:  Medicaid participants with disabilities who need a defined level of care and choose to live in the community may be eligible for one of the following waivers to help fund the cost of community living and supportive employment:  
· Brain Injury Waiver:  the person must have a traumatic, acquired or degenerative brain injury and require the level of care typically provided in a nursing facility or neurobehavioral hospital.
· Community Alternatives for Disabled Individuals (CADI) Waiver:  the person must have a disability and require the level of care typically provided in a nursing facility.
· Developmental Disability Waiver:  the person must have a developmental disability or related condition and require the level of care typically provided in an Intermediate Care Facility for Persons with Developmental Disabilities (ICF/DD).
There is joint planning occurring between the Waiver Programs and the state funded Extended Employment program to maximize the number of people who can access competitive integrated employment through the provision of supported employment services.  Many counties have waiting lists for waiver services.
VRS and SSB access Medicaid dollars to pay for durable medical supplies such as wheelchairs, hearing aids and communication boards.  Medicaid has limits on what they will pay for specific items.  If the rehabilitation counselor feels the consumer would benefit from an “upgrade” to the item, Vocational Rehabilitation can pay the difference between the Medicaid payment and the cost of the upgraded product.  Medicaid will apply the payment to the consumer’s spenddown.  
Minnesota’s Medicaid Infrastructure Grant was a joint project of the Department of Human Services, the Department of Employment and Economic Development (VRS and SSB) and the State Council on Disability.  Collaborative efforts started utilizing grant funding has been continued using state appropriations, including:
· Disability Linkage Line (DLL):  The DLL is a partnership between DHS and the Centers for Independent Living to provide disability related information and referral resources for Minnesotans with disabilities.  Assistance is available in the areas of accessible housing, personal care services, transportation, employment, disability benefits, assistive technology, and other community resources.  Services are available through a toll free number or online at www.MinnesotaHelp.info.  The most recent expansion of the DLL has been in the area of benefits planning and benefits analysis for beneficiaries of Social Security benefits.
· Disability Benefits 101:  DB101 (www.db101.org) is a free online service operated by the Disability Linkage Line that was initially developed using Medicaid Infrastructure grant funding.  The program allows people to plan for their future by providing estimator sessions showing how income will impact benefits, explores effective use of work incentives, helps people establish work goals, and provides answers to questions through live chat, phone or email. The program includes short videos of success stories.   Many of the DLL staff are certified Community Work Incentive Coordinators and can provide benefits analysis services if there are complex issues.  Utilizing Department of Labor - Disability Employment Initiative funding, a new section on Work Benefits for Youth has been added.  In addition to VRS and SSB staff being actively involved in the development of the online program, consumers were actively involved in the BETA testing to make sure the program was accessible to people with disabilities.  
· SGA Project:  the Institute on Community Inclusion at the University of Massachusetts – Boston has received RSA funding to demonstrate effective strategies to assist SSDI beneficiaries achieve income above the substantial gainful activity (SGA) level.  Minnesota VRS is one of the demonstration sites.  At time of enrollment, the SSDI beneficiary is assigned a counselor, placement specialist and financial specialist.  Eligibility for services is presumed within three days and the Employment Plan is developed within 30 days of application.  VRS has partnered with the DLL to provide financial counseling in VR offices.  RSA funding was used to provide the benefits planners with financial literacy training so that in addition to benefits planning the financial specialists can provide assistance with improving credits scores, paying off credit card debt, and developing savings plans.  It is hoped that the combination of rapid engagement and financial planning services will lead to better outcomes.  Although the SGA Project does not receive any Medicaid funding, the financial specialist positions would not have been possible without the initial collaboration with the Medicaid Infrastructure Grant.  
THE STATE AGENCY RESPONSIBLE FOR PROVIDING SERVICES FOR INDIVIDUALS WITH DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES AND MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES
The primary agency responsible for services for adults with disabilities is the Minnesota Department of Human Services.  The Minnesota State Interagency Committee (MnSIC) has the responsibility to develop and implement a coordinated, multidisciplinary service system for children and youth with disabilities ages three to 21.  The Committee brings together the Minnesota Departments of Education, Employment and Economic Development, Commerce, Corrections, Health, Human Rights, and Human Services to develop needed policy change to reduce duplication of local effort and to improve local response to the needs of children and families by developing a coordinated, multidisciplinary service system.  
Minnesota’s Olmstead Plan supports freedom of choice and provides a framework and a series of key activities that must be achieved to ensure Minnesotans with disabilities have the opportunity to live, learn, work and enjoy life in the most integrated setting desired by the person.  Governor Mark Dayton appointed an Olmstead Subcabinet to develop and implement this plan.  The Subcabinet consists of representatives of the MnSIC agencies listed above, the Housing Finance Agency, the Department of Transportation, the ombudsman for mental health and developmental disabilities, and the Executive Director of the Governor’s Council on Developmental Disabilities.  
VRS and SSB are involved in several joint projects with the above agencies:
· Individual Placement and Support (IPS): IPS services bring together mental health treatment services and vocational rehabilitation to help move people with serious mental illness into competitive employment.   Participants are more likely to achieve employment success, leading to increased income, improved self-esteem, improved quality of life and reduced symptoms.
· Way to Work Project:  Also referred to as the Ohio model, VRS has placed vocational rehabilitation counselors in a sheltered workshop to assess consumer needs and develop strategies to move people from segregated employment to competitive integrated employment.  Dakota County, the Department of Human Services and VRS are studying effective ways to provide training, supports and benefits planning to assist people transition into the community.
· SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) Employment and Training:  The Departments of Human Services and Employment and Economic Development are currently studying opportunities to blend SNAP funds with other anti-poverty funding to help move more people out of poverty.


I. Comprehensive System of Personnel Development
Minnesota State Services for the Blind (SSB) takes a coordinated approach in utilizing policies and procedures in developing activities to ensure that a comprehensive system of personnel development is maintained.  This approach ensures there are staff in the numbers and quantities needed throughout the state and that all staff have access to ongoing development opportunities. SSB intends to provide the highest quality services to SSB customers who are blind, visually impaired or DeafBlind.
This comprehensive system of personnel development consists of:
· An annual review and analysis of data on current staffing and future needs, as well as a review of each vacancy when it occurs; 
· Collaboration with institutions of higher education and communication regarding the number of students in the counseling graduate programs; 
· Policies and actions related to recruitment, preparation, and retention of qualified staff;
· Personnel standards in accordance with the Rehabilitation Act; and
· Personnel development including methods to assess individual and organizational staff training needs and the provision of in-service training.
Data System on Personnel and Personnel Development
SSB maintains data on the number of employees in each personnel category for all of its programs.  This data is reviewed on an annual basis and each position is reviewed when a vacancy occurs to determine whether a change in personnel category or services is necessary to meet the current needs of SSB customers.  Personnel levels are also reviewed annually when the VR program budget is developed.
SSB’s WorkForce Development Unit (WDU), the VR field unit, employs 48 permanent staff positions (excluding those assigned to the Randolph-Sheppard Program).  Sixteen positions are currently earmarked for qualified VR counselors.  During FFY2015 the ratio of qualified VR counselors (17) to individuals served (1,094) is 1 to 64.4.  The ratio of qualified VR counselors to individuals served during FFY16 and into FFY17 is expected to average between 1 to 60 and 1 to 61 depending on the number of counselor vacancies.  It is the intention of SSB to fill all counselor positions.
The following table provides the personnel categories used by SSB’s WDU program, the current number of people filling those positions, and the projection for new staff needed over the next five years.

	Personnel Category
	Current Staff
	Projected New Staff Needed Over Next Five Years

	State Director
	1
	1

	Deputy Director, Program Services
	1
	0

	Field Operations Supervisor IV
	4
	1

	Qualified VR Counselor
	16
	5

	Placement Staff
	4
	3

	Assistive Technology Specialist
	5
	0

	VR Technician
	7
	3

	Support Staff
	3
	2

	Deputy Director, Operations
	1
	0

	Central Office Admin. Staff
	6
	2

	Temporary Support Staff
	0
	0

	Total
	48
	17


The WDU is implementing a team approach to each case. Teams are composed of the counselor, a vocational rehabilitation technician, an assistive technology specialist and a placement specialist.  This approach establishes relationships between the customer and team members from the beginning of case services thereby expanding the understanding of customer needs for both the placement and technology staff and increasing the odds for a successful employment outcome.
Data on the rate of blindness, visual impairments and DeafBlindness indicators suggest the potential population of customers served will increase due to aging workers remaining in the workforce. We expect greater numbers of individuals will be accessing SSB services to help remain in employment. SSB has a dedicated outreach staff member who is increasing marketing to potential customer groups through presentations and electronic information. Given these changes, SSB will continue evaluating and revamping its structure to meet the increased needs over the next five years.
Staff retirement and attrition are a factor in the estimated 17 positions turning over in the next five years.  A major recruitment strategy specifically for incoming rehabilitation counselors is focusing on their understanding and experience of the business world.  Counselor Business Intelligence is believed to correlate to better employment outcomes and building effective relationships with employers.  SSB wants counselors who are able to effectively do this.
Collaboration with Institutions of Higher Education
Minnesota has two credentialed graduate programs in vocational rehabilitation counseling.  The two programs are Minnesota State University at Mankato (MSU-M) and St. Cloud State University (SCSU).  SSB management maintains contact with the Directors of the Vocational Rehabilitation Counseling graduate programs through direct one-on-one conversations and by serving on advisory committees.
Through discussion with the Director of the program, SSB learned that for this current academic year, MSU-M has 10 students.  From the summer 2014 to summer 2015, there were 4 students who graduated with their CRC.
The Director at SCSU reported that in addition to its traditional Rehabilitation Counseling Education (RCE) Master’s program, they are now piloting a new Rehabilitation and Addiction Counseling (RAC) Master’s program.  Both of these programs prepare students to work in the field of Vocational Rehabilitation. There are currently 22 first and second year students in the RCE program. There are 11 first year students in the pilot RAC program. For the previous academic year (Fall 2014-Spring 2015) the RCE program graduated 12 Masters level students.
The University of Wisconsin at Stout is very close to the Minnesota border.  SSB has now hired several graduates from their programs.  The master’s Vocational Rehabilitation program at Stout offers concentration in two main areas: rehabilitation counseling (RC) or dual concentration in vocational evaluation and rehabilitation counseling (VE/RC).  As a CORE accredited rehabilitation counseling (RC) program, graduates of either the RC or the VE/RC concentrations are eligible to apply for the certified rehabilitation counselor (CRC) and/or the professional counselor (PC) training certificate (leading to Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC)).  In addition, graduates of the dual VE/RC concentration meet or exceed any existing criteria for certification or registration of vocational evaluation specialists.  They offer their program both on campus and online.
Stout had 20 students graduate in the 2014-2015 academic year.  Of those 20 students, 10 were doing on campus programs (6 RC; 4 VE/RC) and 10 were online students (all RC). Currently there are 20 on campus students enrolled (11 RC; 9 VE/RC) and 47 on line students (all RC) for the 2015-2016 academic year.
All graduates from these three programs have the necessary credentials to qualify for national certification.  All graduates meet the Minnesota standard for a qualified rehabilitation counselor.  This represents a significant pool of qualified counselors that more than meets the anticipated staffing needs of SSB.
The Supervisors of WDU have periodic opportunities to meet with students at these three universities and, as a result, students with disabilities and from minority backgrounds will frequently express interest in paid internship experiences with SSB.  The Deputy Director of Program Services provides feedback to the counseling program staff regarding the skill needs of VR counselors at SSB.
Plan for Recruitment, Preparation and Retention of Qualified Personnel
SSB annually reviews and updates its plan to address current and projected needs for qualified personnel. This review looks at overall staffing patterns, expected customer demand and overall needs of the unit.  SSB employs three main strategies around the recruitment and retention of qualified personnel.
1. Recruitment-In addition to more traditional forms of advertising for vacant positions, SSB utilizes social media and national search groups to help with attracting qualified candidates.  The close relationship established with the three local universities helps with promoting openings and getting viable candidates.  Recent changes in the economic climate have once again provided raises for state employees and SSB is now able to offer a more attractive starting salary and opportunities for promotion.
2. Use of Internships- SSB offers paid internship opportunities to select students enrolled in Master's-level rehabilitation counselor education programs in Minnesota and throughout the nation. Use of these internships continues to be one means to attract individuals, including those from minority backgrounds and individuals with significant disabilities, to enroll in rehabilitation counselor education programs, have a positive experience with the public VR program, and increase the probability of their future employment in the public system. 
3.	Workplace Culture/Employer of Choice- SSB strives to have a vibrant workplace culture and becoming an employer of choice to help retain employees.  From the point of onboarding employees to throughout their career with SSB, efforts are made to be inclusive, interactive and to utilize each employee’s strengths to the fullest.  Additionally, SSB offers many internal and external training opportunities that are attractive to counselors wanting to maintain their CRC.  This includes seven weeks of adjustment to blindness training which gives a unique opportunity for full immersion into the blind visually impaired customer experience.
Personnel Standards
Policies and procedures are in place for establishing and maintaining standards that ensure personnel needed by SSB are appropriately and adequately prepared and trained.  Such policies and procedures, including negotiated labor agreements with exclusive bargaining representatives, also cover the selection, retention, development, and termination of staff employed by SSB, and includes requirements of State law concerning the classification of SSB positions by Minnesota Management and Budget.
The academic degree standard for a vocational rehabilitation counselor at SSB is the Master's degree in rehabilitation counseling with graduate-level coursework in each of the following: theories and techniques of counseling; medical/psycho-social aspects of disability; assessment; and occupational information or job placement.  A Master’s degree in a closely related field also meets the necessary standard.
SSB works closely with its human resources to ensure that only those individuals who have earned a Master's degree in rehabilitation counseling or a closely related field qualify for placement on eligible lists for rehabilitation counselor.  Therefore, all counselors fully meet the position standard and SSB does not have any expenditures for staff training to obtain a graduate degree in rehabilitation counseling. SSB does not anticipate any factors that would adversely affect the ability to hire qualified staff.
New employees come to SSB with a variety of knowledge, skills and abilities.  Nearly all need SSB to provide them with additional information, and in some cases training, to ensure they have the tools and resources to do their job.  Minnesotans expect SSB to be “experts” in the field of blindness.  As the only public organization providing blind services, SSB has an obligation to train staff on the essential aspects of blindness, visual impairment and DeafBlindness.  To meet that expectation, SSB has a comprehensive training program about blindness, visual impairment and DeafBlindness consisting of:
· Introduction to Blindness and Visual Impairment —PHASE I. Responsibilities of SSB staff do vary, but there are minimum requirements for all positions and are part of this course which is required of all new employees.
· Introduction to Blindness and Visual Impairment —PHASE II. “Under the blindfold” and with simulators are training activities which will be required of some new staff as determined by SSB management.
· Continuing Education in Blindness and Visual Impairment –PHASE III. Training consists of specialized and ongoing training related to blindness and vision loss and will be required of staff as determined by SSB management.
· Orientation to DeafBlind.  All new WDU staff have a one-on-one training session with the WDU’s DeafBlind specialist.
For development purposes staff may request additional or more advanced training.  These requests are considered on a case-by-case basis taking into account organizational needs and resources.  All WDU staff members new to SSB will receive Introduction to Blindness —Phase 1 and Phase 2 training on the essential aspects of blindness and visual impairment and Orientation to DeafBlind within three months of hire.  Statutory language requires all Rehabilitation Counselors to successfully complete a minimum of 6 weeks of intensive training under sleep shades from an adjustment to blindness center.
Staff Development
In collaboration with other offices of the Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED), SSB utilizes a collaborative model when looking at employee performance and creates a dialogue between supervisor and staff.  Together, they create goals for the upcoming year and put plans into place that will help the individual reach those goals.  A final component is completing a review of any essential professional and job-related training that is either desired by the employee or required by the employer. Ongoing in-service training offerings give employees a wide variety of options for enhancing and improving skills.
With the passage of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) and with the extensive emphasis in WIOA on Pre-employment Transition Services (PETS) SSB is looking forward to the Acts finale interpretations from the Rehabilitation Services Administration.  The interpretations will guide training plans for the remainder of this year and into the next.
Meanwhile, staff training will include fundamental counseling and job placement skills that now will include all staff that make up the WDU teams.
Finally, SSB assures that all materials are available to staff in the desired format. Print material is, as appropriate, made available to staff in braille and other alternate formats.


I.2015 Comprehensive Needs Assessment Of Services provided to Blind Minnesotans
General Background
The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) requires that a comprehensive needs assessment be conducted every three years to identify where gaps may exist in the services that are provided.  This assessment is undertaken by a Needs Assessment Task Force of the State Rehabilitation Council – Blind (SRC-B) along with staff members of State Services for the Blind.
Although the comprehensive assessment is produced every three years, there are activities each year that are part of this process.  These activities break down as follows:
· Define how the comprehensive needs assessment will be conducted
· Create the Comprehensive needs assessment
· Collect information about actions taken as a result of the comprehensive needs assessment and document them in a “findings” report.

The approach that the task force adopted last year for this comprehensive assessment included updating relevant statistics to look for trends, follow up on observations made in the previous “findings” report, and making use of information supplied by other SRC-B committees and staff reports provided to the Council.  As a result of this approach, the following five areas have been identified as gaps that deserve continuing attention:
· Increase in the number of Unsuccessful Closures since previous comprehensive assessment
· Challenges associated with transition-aged customers and new budgetary requirements
· Handling the projected sharp increase in the number of customers who are senior citizens
· Addressing the needs of the increasing number of customers who are part of minority groups
· Addressing communication barriers that impede services provided to DeafBlind customers

In addition, the Needs Assessment Task force and State Services for the Blind staff felt that past comprehensive assessments have been thorough but difficult to read.  An effort is being made here to create a report that will remain thorough but perhaps more useful.   
In the remaining pages, we will explore each of the areas identified above.
Unsuccessful Closures
Over the past several comprehensive Needs Assessments, the issue of unsuccessful closures has been examined.  In the assessment submitted in 2012, it was noted that a tremendous improvement had been achieved as unsuccessful closures decreased from 105 in 2009 to 36 in 2011.  One of the factors that contributed to this success was the increased use of the "interrupted status" category.  There had been a tendency to close cases rather than use this category when customers were unable temporarily to continue with their rehabilitation plans.  This practice resulted in persons who had circumstances that caused their vocational rehabilitation plans to be delayed to be categorized as an unsuccessful closure in 2009 and before.  Besides having a positive effect on statistics, it reduced the effort required by customers to resume moving toward a vocational goal when circumstances changed. 
However, as the findings were prepared in 2013, it was noted that there had been a sharp increase in the number of customers in the category "Closed After Services Initiated without employment".  Statistics through 2015 show that there were 36 customers in this category in 2011, 73 in 2012, 68 in 2013, 70 in 2014, and 63 in 2015.  These numbers are significantly better than the 105 which caused concerns to be raised before 2010, but also seem to be a step back from the progress made in 2010 and 2011.
The increase from 36 in 2011 to 73 in 2012 is alarming.  However, the numbers in 2013 and 2014 are consistent with 2012 so there does not seem to be an increasing trend.  It is also possible that there is another explanation for this fluctuation that is related to procedures or statistical processes.  This statistic also needs to be viewed in conjunction with other statistics as well.  For example, while unsuccessful closures have remained fairly constant in 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015, the number of successful placements has increased from 87 to 143.  This means that the number of unsuccessful closures has actually decreased in significance over the past three years even though the raw numbers have remained high.  Being certain we understand this fluctuation and watching for future trends is important.
Another aspect of unsuccessful closures is the constant challenge faced by blind persons when looking for employment.  One issue that needs to be addressed is the balancing of the use of external placement services with the development of in-house placement expertise.  Still, the increase in successful outcomes over the past three years noted above indicates that progress is being made.
Nevertheless, by raising this issue in this comprehensive assessment, we hope to be able to include an explanation as part of our findings in 2016 regarding the large increase in unsuccessful closures from the low levels achieved in 2011 and 2012.  It should be noted that we are very aware that some steps are already being taken.  For example, there is already work underway to make changes to the in-take process, and there is additional analysis of cases ending as unsuccessful closures to understand them better.  The Needs Assessment Task Force has received communications from Carol Pankow, SSB’s director, describing these efforts.  The purpose of this document is to spotlight gaps, and the results of the positive steps that are already being taken will be included as part of our findings next year.
Transition-Aged Customers
An important and unique group of possible customers for State Services for the Blind are those who are considered to be of transition age.  In general, this category has included students between the ages of fourteen and twenty-one years of age, however recent legislation has expanded this category to include those who are not students with an upper age limit of twenty-four.  We have identified two gaps that need to be filled.  As is generally the case, identifying gaps does not imply that nothing is currently being done in these areas.  The intent here is, rather, to indicate that the need for more attention is a priority.
There is significant anecdotal evidence from disabled students' offices in colleges and universities that many students are not well-equipped to handle the requirements of college as they begin that phase of their education.  This appears to be the case even though they have the necessary qualifications on paper to have been accepted.  There are many reasons for this, particularly wide variations between services available in various school districts.  Minnesota State Services for the Blind has been making significant efforts to reach transition-aged students to attempt to connect them with training and experience that will better equip students for the future.  For a number of reasons, though, this continues to present challenges.  Some students are located long distances from services that could be of help.  In other cases, students and parents do not realize the importance in thinking beyond high school graduation.
In addition to State Services for the Blind being aware of the difficulties faced by transition-aged students, Congress has also tried to confront this problem.  With the recent passage and signing of the Workforce Investment and Opportunity Act (WIOA), there has been attention directed toward this category of Vocational Rehabilitation customers.  Agencies have been directed to spend 15% of their federal dollars on transition-aged students, and, as mentioned above, the category has been expanded.  This has created a second gap that must be addressed.  While there is plenty that needs to be done, the mandate to spend 15% of federal dollars means that effective approaches of spending this money must be developed quickly.  In addition, this could cause dollars that were being spend on the provision of other services to be diverted to services for transition-aged students.  This means that priorities might change and additional funding for other services may need to be sought quickly.
SSB has hired a former high school teacher as a Transition Coordinator in an effort to better address the increasing needs of transition aged youth and students. Additionally, SSB has created transition programs to provide student work experiences and programming to augment work done by school districts by offering activities for students in the evening and/or on weekends. The goal of the program is to provide more opportunities for Minnesota students who are blind, visually impaired or DeafBlind to enhance their skills and readiness for post-secondary work and training. 
In summary, there are two gaps that are related to transition-aged students.  They are reaching more transition-aged students, and dealing with the challenges of allocating and effectively spending 15% of federal dollars as prescribed by WIOA.  We know that Minnesota State Services for the Blind is already aware of both of these gaps and that they are working on addressing them.  We will be working to gain a better understanding of these efforts in the next year of this process.
Increasing Numbers of Senior Citizens
The Senior Services Unit of Minnesota State Services for the Blind provides a variety of services to assist senior citizens who are experiencing vision loss to remain independent.  While many of these services fall within those considered to be "independent living" rather than "vocational rehabilitation," they are important and can have an impact on vocational rehabilitation programs.  There are two primary gaps that are becoming increasingly important and need to be addressed.  The increasing number of seniors that need the services offered by State Services for the Blind will put increasing pressure on other programs, and there will be an increasing need for seniors to find employment.
The sharp increase in the numbers of persons considered seniors is in and of itself a driving force behind all of the challenges in this area.  Providing training to seniors who have recently lost vision promotes living independently, reducing the need for assisted living situations.  It is anticipated that the number of seniors who will be eligible to receive services is going to increase dramatically.  According to the University of Minnesota Humphrey Institute report, commissioned by Minnesota State Services for the Blind, the number of seniors in Minnesota will double during the next fifteen years.  By the year 2030, one in five Minnesotans will be considered senior citizens.  Even more significant than this increase, is the fact that the incidence of vision loss increases dramatically as people age.  It is estimated that over 12% of Minnesotans aged 65-74 will experience significant vision loss as will over 16% of Minnesotan 75 and over.  In almost all cases, this will be the first loss of vision experienced which means that most of these individuals would benefit by the services that the Senior Services Unit can provide.  Even now, according to the conservative estimates included in the Humphrey Institute report, as many as 26,000 Minnesotans 65 and older could be in need of services today.  Such numbers must be viewed along with the smaller but respectable 3,200 seniors served in 2014 and 4,036 in 2015.  
These statistics show that the number of persons over 65 who experience vision loss will increase much faster than will the numbers of persons under 65, putting considerable pressure on State Services for the Blind's resources.  In addition to meeting the expanding needs of this population, efforts will need to be made to avoid the negative effects this could have on the remaining resources allocated to help the rest of those who are blind and visually impaired find employment.  Fortunately, this won't happen during a single year, but the effects will be felt quickly, over the next several years and on into the next decade.
While services to senior citizens has primarily fallen into the category of independent living, trends indicate that there could be a significant increase in the numbers of persons considered to be "seniors" who will be seeking employment.  Two factors that make this likely are the increasing numbers of those considered to be "seniors," and the increased average life expectancy.  
For example, men and women who have reached the age of 65 will live on average to 81 and 84 respectively.  While this means that one can look forward to more years of retirement than ever before, it also puts more strain upon personal budgets.  In addition to supplementing one's income, there are significant incentives to delaying the use of Social Security retirement benefits.  While the age for full retirement benefits has been raised to 66 for those approaching retirement, there is a significant gain for each year that social security benefits are delayed until the age of 70.  Some companies that provide pension programs, determine the size of monthly payments by the five years of highest earnings of the recipient.  This means that the size of a pension payment can often be significantly increased by working one or two more years.  The result of these factors is that there will be more pressure on seniors to continue in their current jobs or seek part time work after dealing with vision loss.  It will be necessary to develop some knowledge of the problems faced by seniors when seeking employment.
The very fact that an analysis by the Humphrey institute was requested and funding indicates that State Services for the Blind recognizes that this is a serious challenge, and the findings of the Humphrey Institute report have frequently been referenced by the agency's director and other staff members.  Still, the magnitude of this challenge is well worth spotlighting here.
Needs of Blind Persons who are Members of Minority Groups
While Minnesota has always been a home for persons considered part of minority groups, the numbers and the diversity of these groups has changed significantly over the past twenty-five years.  According to census statistics, Minnesota’s population of individuals classified as White increased by only 2.8% between 2000 and 2010 while Black, American Indian, Asian and Hispanic populations increased by 59.8%, 10.8%, 50.9% and 74.5% respectively. The significant increase in the population of Black Minnesotans is due to an influx of individuals from several African countries which have been in the throes of famine and civil war.  For example, Minnesota's Somali population is the largest in the United States according to a Census Bureau report released in October 2011.  That report estimated the number of people of Somali ancestry in the state to be more than 32,000. 
The United States Hmong population in 2009 was 226,522 and 54,524 resided in Minnesota.  This number makes up a significant portion of the increase in our Asian population.
According to the Suburbanstats.org website, https://suburbanstats.org/population/how-many-people-live-in-minnesota, populations of minority groups as of 2014 are:  
Black 274,412;
American Indian 60,916; 
Asian 214,234;
Hispanic and Latin 250,258.
These groups represent 15% of Minnesota’s total population of 5,303,925, and, according to the same source, there another almost 250,000 persons of multiracial background who do not fit into the above.  For reasons beyond the scope of this report, these groups experience higher unemployment, lower average income, and less education.
Members of these groups who are blind face additional challenges which do fall into the scope of this report.  In order to receive the services that are needed to help them reach their full potential as blind people, they must deal with agencies of a government they may not trust.  They must understand information about services and what is expected of them even though this information is written in a language that is new to them.  Finally, even with the best efforts of everyone involved, cultural differences can be a barrier to rehabilitation.
Fortunately, Minnesota State Services for the Blind and other service providers in Minnesota have been aware of the existence of these barriers for some time now.  A number of concentrated efforts have been made by State Services for the Blind over the past few years to reach blind persons in minority groups.  Examples of such efforts include:  
· Outreach to state Councils which advocate for minority communities in Minnesota 

· Outreach to Wisdom Steps (state program in Native American Communities that promotes healthy living for seniors 

· Outreach to CLUES, and Urban Ventures 

· Participation in Hmong Resource Fair 

· Published an Article about SSB services in the Spokesman-Recorder, a publication for the African-American community in Minnesota

A Minority Outreach committee of the SRC-B has been in existence for some time, and has played an active advisory role in the developments of some of these efforts.  Community Rehabilitation Programs have started to develop tailored programs to meet the needs of this population as well.  Blind, Incorporated, for example, has worked for more than a decade to help those for whom English is new to learn the English Language while starting on the road to success as a blind person.  
So what remains to be done?  RSA Indicator 1.2 has been used to measure the effectiveness of services offered to customers who are members of minority groups by comparing their rate of successful closures to the rate of those not considered members of minority groups.  The goal is 80%, and this standard is applied when a state agency has more than 100 customers from minority groups closed from services.  Minnesota did not reach that number until very recently so there are no historical statistics to reference.  The number was 0.7128 in 2012, 0.77 in 2013, and 0.88 in 2014 to the current calculation of 0.817. This shows that meaningful progress has been made but that there is still work to be done.  This fact has been acknowledged by the development of strategies to address this gap within the goals and priorities documents of the past several years.  We will examine the effectiveness of these strategies and the progress made with respect to increasing the effectiveness of services to members of minority groups in the next year.
Needs of DeafBlind Customers
There are additional challenges faced by customers of State Services for the Blind who, in addition to blindness, are hard of hearing or deaf.  To assist in developing policies and processes that more effectively meet the needs of these customers, a committee of the State Rehabilitation Council of the blind was established some time ago.  Their work has been used here to identify gaps.  There are three gaps outlined here although work is already in progress to address them.  They are staff training, communication, and dealing with the isolation experienced by transition-aged DeafBlind customers.
Since most people have little exposure to persons who are part of this group, and because they represent a fairly small portion of all customers, efforts have been made to develop some expertise by designating that particular staffs receive specific training and experience.  Nevertheless, normal staff turn-over means that there is an on-going need for training to meet the needs of this customer group.  It is also important that other staff who may interact with DeafBlind customers, even if not directly, are aware of the specific needs of this customer group.  Therefore, it is important that further development of staff training regarding the needs of DeafBlind customers continue.
Communication is a second area that requires continued efforts.  The DeafBlind Committee has been working on developing guidelines on the creation of documents using simplified English to assist customers who are still developing their language skills.  This work also has a positive impact on other customers who come from other cultures where English is not the primary language.  A number of documents have been produced, but work is still in progress on developing a generalized approach to creating documents using simplified English.  Work remains to fill this gap.
Finally, it has become apparent that DeafBlind customers of transition age are often very isolated.  According to the “Unduplicated Child Count” available from the Minnesota Department of Education, there were 32 transition-aged students primarily identified as DeafBlind in 2013.  The total number of transition-aged students who were identified as visually impaired or DeafBlind was 137.  Over the past four years, the percentage of DeafBlind transition-aged students was consistently between 20% and 25%.  This is a small enough number, that when distributed throughout the state, would indicate that these students are most often not going to be in contact with other DeafBlind students. The DeafBlind Committee is working on the development of a mentoring program to provide contact with adults who can serve as role models and suggest ways of handling social and educational challenges.  It seems likely that this might be an area into which some of the newly required 15% of federal dollars that must be used for transition customers could be directed.
Final Comments
As has been noted several times in this report, the Needs Assessment Task Force is well aware that our conclusions are not going to be new or surprising.  Efforts are already underway to address the indicated gaps, but our observations indicate that continued focus on these areas is justified.  A new challenge has developed as an unintended consequence of the Work Opportunities and Innovation Act (WIOA) that cannot be ignored; that is the immediate burden of balancing the funding requirements for transition aged youth that has reduced needed funding for all other services.  Because of this unintended imbalance, SSB has had to implement Order Of Selection, causing a disruption to the ability for SSB to provide employment related service for those who currently need services to become competitively employed. 
Also, it needs to be acknowledged that there continues to be outside challenges faced by blind persons that State Services for the Blind is continually trying to address.  The need to provide high quality based skills training to allow blind, visually impaired and DeafBlind persons to be competent and effective citizens who contribute to their communities is a real and constant challenge. Additionally, the stereotypical attitudinal barriers that still exist within workplaces and result in yet a high rate of unemployment, presents another serious challenge. Balancing these general challenges with the gaps outlined here is essential in achieving overall success.


K. Annual Estimates
According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s three year American Community Survey, Minnesota has an estimated 75,000 citizens between the ages of 18 and 64 who have visual difficulties.
Minnesota State Services for the Blind estimates approximately 830 individuals will receive case services under title I of the Act in 2016. Approximately 15 individuals will concurrently receive case services under title VI, part B of the Act.
Minnesota State Services for the Blind will be implementing an order of selection October 1, 2015 and will be not be able to serve all eligible individuals. 
Costs for case services provided under title I of the Act are estimated at $6,200,000. Costs for supported employment case services under Title VI, Part B of the Act are estimated at $70,000.
	Category
	Title I or Title VI
	Estimated Funds Used in 2016
	Estimated Number of individuals who will be provided services in 2016
	Average Cost of Services

	VR Basic Grant
	Title I
	$6,200,000
	830
	NA

	Category A
	Title I
	$2,046,000
	228
	$9,000

	Category B
	Title I
	$2,666,000
	343
	$7,800

	Category C
	Title I
	$1,488,000
	259
	$5,700

	Supported Employment
	Title VI
	$70,000
	15
	$4,666

	Totals
	
	$6,200,000
	830
	$7,420





L. State Goals and Priorities 
SECTION #1:  Jobs, More Jobs, Better Jobs.
PRIORITY #1.1:  Employment Outcomes—Increase employment outcomes by 3% from the previous year to meet SSB’s Olmstead Plan commitment. (This priority is included as the Olmsted Plan is a significant law that Minnesota must comply with in order to ensure people with disabilities live and work in the least restrictive environments.)
PRIORITY #1.2:  Success Rate--- Increase the percentage of eligible individuals achieving employment outcomes from 55% to 70%. (We have not yet achieved this priority so it remains)
PRIORITY #1.3:  Implement the Workforce Innovation and Opportunities Act (WIOA) Pre-Employment Transition Services (PETS).  (This new priority is a result of WIOA becoming law this past July and the emphasis on youth with disabilities who are transition students to better prepare for the world of work through a variety of activities.)
SECTION #2:  SSB-Your Resource Within Reach.
PRIORITY #2: All Blind, Visually Impaired, and DeafBlind Minnesotans are aware of and have access to information about SSB. 
SECTION #3-SSB- A Great Place to Work.
PRIORITY #3: Develop and maintain a positive work environment.


M. Order Of Selection
Need for order of selection  
Minnesota State Services for the Blind (SSB), in consultation with the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind (SRC-B), has determined it cannot serve all individuals who are determined eligible for services. The actual total costs of services and administration for FFY 2014 was $12.8M ($8.8M federal, $2.4M state, $1.6M program income). The FFY 2015 budget was $11.7M; estimated costs of services and administration is projected at $13.0M, of which $1.2M is pre-employment transition services ($8.5M federal, $2.5M state, $1.3M program income, $0.7M realloted federal). Out of the 1,015 individuals served in FFY 15, 406 did not have direct charges associated with their case.  Looking at FFY 16 and the individuals receiving services, there will be more direct service provision resulting in spending at the same level as FFY 15.  FFY 16 case service budget is $5M (includes pre-employment transition services) and needs are $6.2M.  SSB is working to address overage by implementing Performance Based Agreements and schedules.
There were some expenses during FFY 2015 that SSB absorbed and there are additional factors for FFY 2016. They are as follows: 
· Necessary rewrite of the state’s case management system which incorporates changes needed to implement WIOA. The budget projection for SSB’s share of the rewrite is $897,000 in FFY 2016 and again in FFY 2017. The estimated cost for FFY 2015 is $200,000.   
· Lower return on Social Security Administration (SSA) program income than expected. In FFY 2015 SSB had claims of $3.7 million, received $1.3 million and have pending claims of $743,000.
· WIOA required a 15% set-aside toward transition age students equaling $1.27 million for FFY 2015.  SSB has previously spent between $100,000 and $200,000 on transition aged youth.  Spending $1.27 million for students diverts funds previously available and necessary to serve adults.
· Discontinuation in FFY 2016 of training grant funds will require SSB to redirect dollars needed to ensure staff training required by statute. For FFY 2015 this amount equaled $60,000
It is the policy of SSB to provide rehabilitation services to eligible individuals under a statewide order of selection.  SSB consults with the SRC-B regarding the:
(1) Need to establish an order of selection, including any re-evaluation of the need;
(2) Priority categories of the particular order of selection;
(3) Criteria for determining individuals with the most severe disabilities;
(4) Administration of the order of selection, and;
(5) The decision to open or close priority categories.   
SSB will work in conjunction with the SRC-B to examine strategies to reduce or eliminate the need for Order of Selection.  A sub-committee of the SRC-B has been formed to jointly develop proposals on cost saving measures including the use of fee schedules to present to the SRC-B.  The SRC-B will also be involved in planning public hearings regarding any proposed strategies 
Effective October 1, 2015, SSB proposes to close categories B and C. SSB is exercising its discretion under section 101(a)(5)(D) of the Rehabilitation Act, as amended by WIOA, to serve eligible individuals, whether or not  they are receiving vocational rehabilitation services, who require services and equipment to maintain employment. 
Priority Category 
An assessment for determining assignment to a priority of services category shall be conducted with each individual determined eligible for vocational rehabilitation services. This assessment shall be based, to the degree possible, on data used to determine eligibility. To the extent necessary, additional information required for this assessment will be secured.
Selection and placement in a priority category is based upon the severity of the eligible individual’s disability and the functional limitations, and is not based upon the type of disability, geographical area in which the individual lives, projected type of vocational outcome, age, sex, race, color, creed, religion, or national origin of the individual. 
Each eligible individual will be assigned to one of the following priority of services categories:
Category A: Individual with a most significant disability
An eligible individual who: 
· Has a severe physical or mental impairment that results in serious limitations in terms of an employment outcome in five or more of the following functional areas: mobility, communication, self-care, self-direction, work skills, interpersonal skills or job seeking skills; 
· Is expected to require multiple VR services over an extended period of time; and
·  Has a significant disability” under section 7(21) of the Rehabilitation Act. and meets the definition contained in "List of physical or mental disabilities.
Category B: Individual with a significant disability
An eligible individual who:
· Has a significant physical or mental impairment that results in serious limitations in terms of an employment outcome in more than two and less than five of the following functional areas: 
Mobility, communication, self-care, self-direction, work skills, interpersonal skills, or job seeking skills; and 
· Is expected to require multiple VR services over an extended period of time; and 
· Meets the definition contained in "List of physical or mental disabilities."
Category C: All other eligible individuals 
· Has a disability that makes them eligible for services but they do not have a serious limitation in a functional area.
List of physical or mental disabilities 
Physical or mental disabilities resulting from amputation, arthritis, autism, blindness, burn injury, cancer, cerebral palsy, cystic fibrosis, deafness, head injury, heart disease, hemiplegia, hemophilia, respiratory or pulmonary dysfunction,  intellectual disability, mental illness, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy, musculoskeletal disorders, neurological disorders including stroke and epilepsy, paraplegia, quadriplegia, and other spinal cord conditions, sickle cell anemia, specific learning disability, and end-stage renal disease, or another disability or combination of disabilities determined on the basis of an assessment for determining eligibility and priority for services to cause comparable serious functional limitation.  
Implementation of Order of Selection 
Prior to the start of each fiscal quarter, or when circumstances require, the SSB Director will determine in which priority categories new Individualized Plans for Employment (IPE) will be written and initiated. The SSB Director may restrict the writing and initiation of new IPE’s within a priority category to cases having application dates falling on or before a specified date providing that all individuals in higher priority categories are being served. 
Considerations in making this determination will include, but not be limited to, the projected outcomes, service goals, expenditures, and resources available for each priority category.
Projected costs and resources for each priority category will be based upon costs of current IPE’s, anticipated, assessments of eligibility, pre-employment transition services, availability of financial resources, and adequacy of staffing levels.
The SSB Director will implement actions under the order of selection through written notice to SSB staff.  The written notice will specify the implementation date of the action and direct SSB staff on how to handle cases by priority category and application date.
The SSB Director will notify SSB staff in writing when finances allow staff to begin serving wait listed customers. Customers with the most significant disabilities are to be served first based on application date. Once all customers who have a most significant disability are served first, then the next category can be served.
SSB will determine eligibility for services for all applicants within 60 days of their application. It will provide services to all eligible individuals until a reduction in services must be imposed due to a shortage of funds, staff, or other resources.
In the event such a shortage occurs, SSB will implement an Order of Selection for services which will potentially impact individuals who are not receiving services under an Individualized Plan for Employment on the implementation date. 
Services will, consistent with federal law, continue to be provided without restriction to all individuals who have begun to receive services under an Individualized Plan for Employment prior to the implementation date of the Order of Selection. Individuals who require job retention services may receive only those services required to maintain employment outside of the order of selection for services. 
A waiting list will be established and maintained, by priority category and application date for all eligible individuals. Within categories, individuals will be served on a "first come, first serve" basis utilizing their date of application.
Based on availability of funds, individuals in Category A will be served first. Individuals in other categories will be served in descending order (from Category A down through Category C) based on the availability of funds. Order of Selection requirements will be applied uniformly throughout the state.
Notification Process and Administration 
If SSB determines it must implement an Order of Selection (a limitation on services) then individuals shall be notified about Order of Selection at various points in the rehabilitation process.
A. At the time of application, the individual will be informed of the SSB policy regarding Order of Selection for services. Definitions of priority categories and the criteria used in assigning individuals to these categories will be provided to the individual in writing and will be explained by SSB Staff.
B. At the time an applicant is determined eligible for services, the Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor will assign that individual to the highest priority category for which he or she is qualified. The priority category and the rationale for the decision to assign the individual to that priority category will be documented in the case record. A detailed description of how the functional limitations restrict the individual's capacity to obtain, maintain or prepare for employment must also be included.
C. The individual will be notified in writing as to the priority category he or she has been assigned and which priority categories are currently being served. The individual will also be notified in writing of his or her right to appeal that decision and will be given information about the Client Assistance Program.
D. An individual, once assigned to a specific priority category, cannot be moved from that priority category unless changes in that individual’s functional limitations occur that would put the individual in a different priority category. If such a change results in placement in a different priority category, the individual will be advised in writing of the change. The individual will also be notified in writing of his or her right to appeal that decision and will be given information about the Client Assistance Program.
All individuals who have not started to receive services under an Individualized Plan for Employment prior to the date the Order of Selection is implemented will be advised in writing of its implementation and their assignment to a specific priority category. 

Individuals will also be notified in writing of their right to appeal, the decision regarding their priority category assignment and will be given information about the Client Assistance Program.
E. SSB will inform all consumer groups, referral resources, and vendors in a timely manner of the date an Order of Selection is to be implemented.
F. Supervisors in the Workforce Development Unit will be responsible for reviewing assignments of individuals to priority categories and monitoring the provision of services to individuals based on the principles of the Order of Selection.
G. Priority categories will be opened on the basis of the availability of resources. Individuals within each respective categories will be served on a "first come, first serve" basis, determined by date of application for services.
H. The Director of the Workforce Development Unit will monitor the activities of the Order of Selection to determine any needed changes in terms of the number of individuals served by opening or closing additional Order of Selection priority categories.
I. Information and Referral services will be made available and provided to all eligible individuals on a waiting list. These services are designed to ensure that individuals on a waiting list are provided accurate vocational rehabilitation information and guidance, using appropriate modes of communication to assist them in preparing for, securing, retaining, or regaining employment. Individuals will be appropriately referred to other federal and state programs including other components of the statewide workforce investment system. 
An appropriate referral shall include, for each of these programs, provision to the individual of:
1. a notice of the referral by SSB to the agency carrying out the program;
2. information identifying a specific point of contact within the agency carrying out the program; and 
3. Information and advice regarding the most suitable services to assist the individual to prepare for, secure, retain, regain, or advance employment.
J. SSB will be managing the wait list by designating a wait list manager. The wait list manager will be responsible for contacting those customers on the wait list twice per year, notifying them of the current wait list status and providing them with resources. The wait list manager will also assist in moving people off of the wait list when categories become open. 
Budget Determinations
Prior to the start of each fiscal quarter, or when circumstances require, the SSB Director will determine in which priority categories new IPE’s will be written and initiated. 
1. Determine the amount of money to set-aside for determining eligibility of new applicants.  This beginning amount is usually based on the average expenditures of the past two years for diagnostics and assessments adjusted monthly for current year increases or decreases in applicant activity and expenditures.  
2. Determine the amount of money to set-aside for the continuation of current plans.  This beginning amount is usually based on the average expenditures of the past two years for existing plans adjusted monthly for the current year increases or decreases in expenditures. Due to limitations in the reporting systems, SSB is unable to pull historical data by priority category to the current fiscal year. 
3. Determine the amount of money for the WIOA required 15% set-aside for pre-employment transition services. 
4. The remaining amount of dollars are available to fund new plans. 
	FFY2015 Estimated Outcome Goals

	
	Individuals
	Exit w/
	Estimated

	
	Served
	Employment
	Expenditures

	Priority A
	                  282 
	                       27 
	 $            2,046,000 

	Priority B
	                  423 
	                       57 
	 $            2,666,000 

	Priority C
	                  310 
	                       40 
	 $            1,488,000 

	Total
	               1,015 
	                      124 
	 $            6,200,000 

	

	
	
	

	FFY2016 Estimated Outcome Goals

	
	Individuals
	Exit w/
	Estimated

	
	Served
	Employment
	Expenditures

	Priority A
	                  228 
	                       30 
	 $            2,046,000 

	Priority B
	                  343 
	                       47 
	 $            2,666,000 

	Priority C
	                  259 
	                       70 
	 $            1,488,000 

	Total
	                  830 
	                      147 
	 $            6,200,000 




N. Goals and Plans for Distribution of Title VI, Part B Funds
Minnesota State Services for the Blind’s (SSB) goal and plan for Title VI, Part B funds, is to use them on an individualized, fee-for-service basis to purchase needed services for customers whose vocational rehabilitation goal is competitive employment with supports.  All funds authorized under Title VI, Part B, less a maximum of five percent set-aside for administrative expenses, are distributed and authorized by VR counselors to purchase needed services for customers under a supported employment plan.  The money is administered and tracked, in accordance with federal requirements, through SSB’s electronic tracking system.
During FFY2013, SSB provided services to 15 individuals under a plan for supported employment.  The total Title VI Part B expenditures for FFY2013 were $89,063.78.  In FFY2014 the expenditures were $70.222 and $75,259 in FFY2015.
SSB purchases needed services from community rehabilitation programs.  Those purchases are governed by operating agreements with either SSB or the General VR agency for the specific services required.
SSB has set a specific, measurable goal for supported employment for FFY2016.  This goal is set taking into account the number of individuals in a supported employment plan currently within counselor caseloads, where the individuals are in the process of completing their rehabilitation plan, when they are expected to be ready for employment, and the ongoing services available.  SSB will assist five SSB customers to secure competitive employment with supports following the provision of supported employment services using Title VI Part B funds.


O. Strategies to Achieve the SRC-B and SSB Joint Goals and Priorities FFY2016
SECTION #1:  Jobs, More Jobs, Better Jobs.
PRIORITY #1.1:  Employment Outcomes—Increase employment outcomes by 3% from the previous year to meet SSB’s Olmstead Plan commitment. (This priority is included as the Olmsted Plan is a significant law that Minnesota must comply with in order to ensure people with disabilities live and work in the least restrictive environments.)
Strategies:
The WDU will develop an annual employment outcome goal for each federal fiscal year.  The goal will be reviewed mid-year and revised to reflect current case information together with the increase specified in the priority.
PRIORITY #1.2:  Success Rate--- Increase the percentage of eligible individuals achieving employment outcomes from 55% to 70%. (We have not yet achieved this priority so it remains)
Strategies:
1. Based on findings from FFY 15, by April 1, 2016, SSB will implement and evaluate new processes to improve the percentage of successful employment outcomes.
2. By April 1, 2016, SSB will develop an electronic method of tracking minority and nonminority referrals and disseminate information in a bi-monthly report to the Minority Outcomes committee of the Council.
PRIORITY #1.3:  Implement the Workforce Innovation and Opportunities Act (WIOA)  Pre-Employment Transition Services (PETS).  (This new priority is a result of WIOA becoming law this past July and the emphasis on youth with disabilities who are transition students to better prepare for the world of work through a variety of activities.)
Strategies:
1. Identify and communicate with all transition aged students who are    blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind who are not currently engaged with SSB so they are informed of services available.
2. By October 31st, 2015, identify all engaged transition students that are college bound in the fall of 2016. By December 31st, 2015, complete a technology assessment and O and M assessment if not completed. By June 1, 2016, complete all technology and O and M training as indicated by the assessment. 


SECTION #2:  SSB-Your Resource Within Reach.
PRIORITY #2: All Blind, Visually Impaired, and DeafBlind Minnesotans are aware of and have access to information about SSB. 
Strategies: 
1. Develop and implement an outreach and marketing strategy targeted towards eye care professionals so they meet their legal obligations to refer individuals to SSB. 
2. Network with leaders of five minority communities (Russian, Hmong, Native Americans, Hispanic and East African) in Minnesota to jointly develop marketing and outreach plans. 
3. Develop and implement a marketing and outreach plan targeting Regional Low Incidence Facilitators and Special Education directors.
4. Develop a collaborative opportunity for SSB, VRS, Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing Services of the Department of Human Services and teachers of the blind, visually impaired and DeafBlind to market and provide information to people throughout 
SECTION #3-SSB- A Great Place to Work.
PRIORITY #3: Develop and maintain a positive work environment.
Strategies:
1 By December 31, 2015, implement a team oriented model of customer service.
2. By December 31, 2015, implement accepted assistive technology workgroup recommendations for providing ongoing customer support and training.
3. Continue hiring practices that reflect the customer base served.


P. Evaluation and Reports of Progress
1. Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Goals
Progress in Achieving Identified Vocational Rehabilitation Program Goals and Priorities
The goals, priorities and strategies for the State Services for the Blind’s (SSB) vocational rehabilitation program were jointly developed and formally agreed to by SSB and the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind (SRC-B) in 2014.  The goals, priorities and strategies were based on an analysis of the results of the 2013 state plan statewide needs assessment; SSB’s performance on the federal standards and indicators; findings and recommendations from the annual section 107 review conducted by RSA; and the actions and recommendations of the SRC-B, its committees and task forces.  
Progress on FFY15 Goals, Priorities, and Strategies
The Goals, Priorities, and Strategies for FFY 2015 include two main goals-increasing successful employment and increasing SSB’s outreach.  The priorities for the first goal are increasing employment outcomes, increasing the percentage of eligible individuals achieving employment outcomes, and increasing partnerships. 
Highlights from the year include the following.
· 143 successful employment outcomes were achieved for FFY15, exceeding the 121 outcomes needed to meet this priority.  Of these closures, 13 were homemakers. WIOA’s proposed federal regulations eliminate homemakers as competitive integrated employment. It is anticipated that after the federal regulations are put into effect, SSB’s Workforce Development Unit (WDU) will no longer be claiming homemakers as a successful employment outcome.
· WDU has projected to achieve over 140 successful competitive, integrated employment outcomes for FFY 2016.
•	SSB has increased the percentage of individuals achieving employment outcomes from 61.10% in FFY2014 to 69.41% in FFY2015.
· The WDU has assigned a staff person to coordinate incoming referrals. This person is responsible for providing information specific to the programs available within SSB. The intent is to ensure all new referrals have a complete and accurate understanding of the purpose of the vocational rehabilitation program, as well as the responsibilities and expectations of participants. This allows individuals the opportunity to make an informed choice regarding their application.
· WDU also established an intake workgroup, designed to evaluate and implement a new and improved intake system. This involved a group orientation and clear, consistent messaging. This workgroup is still in the process of implementation.
· In FFY15, SSB’s Minority and Outreach Sub-Committee proposed collecting information at time of referral regarding the demographic information of the individual. Collecting this information at that time in the VR process appeared discriminatory. Instead, the referral system was improved to provide more information, better information in a way that the person can access it. This could include language interpreters, translated documents, and other methods to be serve all referrals.
· SSB as a whole will also be piloting a group orientation for any new referrals to enhance the effort for individuals to make an informed choice regarding their intent to achieve an employment outcome. This orientation will be designed to meet the needs of ALL incoming referrals, regardless of culture or disability.
•	In the area of increasing partnerships, WDU has developed relationships with Gillette Hospital and Ecolab to increase the likelihood of employment outcomes. We have achieved three successful employment outcomes from these employer relationships.
· WDU’s employment team is actively involved in Statewide Placement Partnerships that has resulted in approximately seven successful employment outcomes. The Statewide Placement Partnerships include VRS and other employment agencies throughout the state.
· WDU is working collaboratively with VRS on a model Memorandum Of Understanding (MOU) with the Department of Natural Resources, Department of Administration, and the Department of Corrections. The MOU indicates that if a vocational rehabilitation applicant meets the minimum qualifications, they are guaranteed an interview with the department.
· WDU and VRS are working together on the Talent Acquisition Portal (TAP), which is managed by the National Employment Team.
· WDU hired a transition coordinator, who has continued to develop relationships with the Department of Education and other transition-related agencies. The goal of the transition coordinator is to ensure all SSB transition students receive Pre-Employment Transition Services, including work-based learning opportunities. In the summer of 2015, 80 out of 100 transition age students were involved in summertime activities at State Services for the Blind’s (SSB) transition program at the Duluth Lighthouse and BLIND, Inc.  There were also other programs offered through various school districts.  In addition to summertime programs, some of the students were able to hold part-time jobs and gain work experience.
· WDU participated in the Summer Opportunities Fair this past spring in collaboration with MDE and VRS.
Goal two for FFY 2015, is to increase SSB’s outreach to all Minnesotans and targeted groups. Priorities and strategies for FFY 2015 focus on outreach and marketing strategy, networking with targeted communities, reaching Regional Low Incidence Facilitators and Special Education Directors, and DeafBlind service and outreach. 
· An outreach and marketing strategy has been developed and implemented. The strategy included messaging targeted to eye care professionals, using a positive tone to remind them of their obligation, and let them know about the extensive services available through SSB’s Workforce Development Unit, Senior Services Unit, and the Communication Center. SSB obtained a list of 16,000 eye care professionals within the state.  Extensive culling was required to remove invalid entries. SSB is also working with the Communications, Analysis, Research and Design Agency in the Department of Employment, and Economic Development, to use their database of email contacts for state business to target Ophthalmologists, Optometrists, and Eye Clinics. An emailing and postcard campaign to the contacts will be begin in 2016.
· SSB has worked extensively with the Hmong Community in terms of outreach through the Hmong Resource Fair. Several SSB staff volunteered to work at the booth at the Resource Fair to talk with Hmong community members about SSB and the services it provides.  The FFY2015 fair was held on October 4, 2014.
· SSB continues to provide technical assistance to the American Indian communities-particularly to those on the Red Lake and White Earth reservations. The yearly meeting was held to talk about any needs these programs may have and technical assistance from SSB.
· A member of the Minority Outreach Committee has maintained contact with the VRS New Americans Project which works with many minority groups (especially East African communities) and staff from the New Americans Project have willingly linked SSB staff to community programs. 
· Planning was done at one of the SRC-B Outreach committee meetings to reach out to the Hispanic and Russian communities.  Several agencies serving these populations were assigned to members for contracting which will begin during FFY2016.
· SSB and VRS directors spoke at a training targeting Special Education Directors at the Department of Education on September 11, 2015.
· In the area of increasing the numbers of minority individuals served and vocational outcomes achieved, SSB had representation at the Hmong Resource Fair and visited the Red Lake and White Earth Vocational Rehabilitation Programs for the annual technical assistance meetings.  Guidelines are in the final draft format and are anticipated to be available in January 2014.  During FFY 2013, SSB have been kept informed of current marketing and outreach activities to minority communities through email alerts from SSB staff.  
· The DeafBlind Sub-Committee received a very low response rate (almost 0%) on the needs assessment for the past two years. The committee has chosen not to continue conducting the needs assessment. Instead, the DeafBlind committee is focusing on three areas: partnering with the Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) on training orientation and mobility vendors on DeafBlindness, partnering with HKNC on best practices for DeafBlind placement, and finally increasing DeafBlind membership and representation on the SRC-B and DeafBlind Sub-Committee.
The third goal seeks to develop and maintain a positive work environment by developing and implementing a team orientated model of customer service, ongoing customer support and training plan for the assistive technology team and hiring practices that reflect the customer based served.
· SSB formed a workgroup to research, develop, and implement a team approach to service delivery. The purpose of the team approach is to increase the probability of success for customers by offering a structure to provide the maximum support to a counselor and their caseload. This approach was piloted to WDU staff, and there is now an approximately 85% participation rate. The goal is to have 100% of staff involved in the team approach for FFY16.
· Recommendations from the SSB Assistive Technology Workgroup have identified strategies for realizing this strategy which were recently approved by SSB senior management.  Strategies focus on 3 areas including: SSB making the commitment to be “The Model” for accessibility standards; adopting and implementing the CETT framework of how we approach customers at the beginning of their vocational rehabilitation process; and providing customers with multiple training options.   The WDU Assistive Technology staff are now working to implement them. The CETT or Customer Environment Task Tool is based on the SETT Framework by Joy Zabala (http://www.joyzabala.com/).
· SSB has been working with Department of Employment and Economic Development human resources to ensure that position postings include appropriate preferred qualifications that support SSB’s customer base. SSB management is now adding to preferred qualifications a second language proficiency to encourage minority candidates to apply. SSB management is also taking a more active approach in screening potential candidates for job postings.
2. Supported Employment Goals 
Achieving the goal was accomplished through collaborative efforts with private placement and, as necessary, county supports.  All efforts included establishing structured and stable work settings.
Determining on-going supports, particularly those requiring funding, can be the make or break for some situations.  It can be very time consuming to arrange supports and funding.   We have seen some jobs that have not been possible to successfully close because of a lack of on-going funding.
3. SSB Performance on Federal Standards and Indicators
Although the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) no longer uses the established standards and indicators for measuring vocational rehabilitation program performance in the United States, SSB has calculated its performance using them. Standard 1 pertains to employment outcomes and Standard 2 pertains to the service rate between minority and nonminority populations. RSA requires that each agency pass 4 of the 6 indicators and 2 of 3 Primary Indicators on Standard 1. In FFY2015, SSB met 5 of 6 Indicators and all three Primary Indicators in Standard 1. SSB has a long history of consistently meeting the three primary indicators. 
Standard 1
1.1 The number of individuals exiting the VR program who achieved an employment outcome during the current performance period compared to the number of individuals who exit the VR program after achieving an employment outcome during the previous performance period.
Required Performance Level: Performance in the current period must equal or exceed performance in the previous period. In FFY2015 SSB assisted 42 more individual to obtain employment than in FFY2014.
1.2 Of all individuals who exit the VR program after receiving services, the percentage who are determined to have achieved an employment outcome.
Required Performance Level: The required performance level is 68.9%. In FFY2015, SSB rose above this measure, achieving 69.41%.
1.3 Of all individuals determined to have achieved an employment outcome, the percentage who exit the VR program in competitive, self-, or business enterprise program (BEP) employment with earnings equivalent to at least the minimum wage. 
Required Performance Level: SSB exceeded the required performance level of 35.4% by achieving a level of 91.34%.
1.4 Of all individuals who exit the VR program in competitive, self-, or BEP employment with earnings equivalent to at least the minimum wage, the percentage who are individuals with significant disabilities. 
Required Performance Level: SSB achieved a performance level of 100.00%, exceeding the requirement of 89.0%.
1.5 The average hourly earnings of all individuals who exit the VR program in competitive, self-, or BEP employment with earnings equivalent to at least the minimum wage as a ratio to the State’s average hourly earnings for all individuals in the State who are employed (as derived from the Bureau of Labor Statistics report, “State Average Annual Pay” for the most recent available year). 
Required Performance Level: SSB surpassed the required performance level of .59 by achieving a level of .772.
1.6 Of all individuals who exit the VR program in competitive, self-, or BEP employment with earnings equivalent to at least the minimum wage, the difference between the percentage who report their own income as the largest single source of economic support at the time they exit the VR program and the percentage who report their own income as the largest single source of support at the time they apply for VR services.
Required Performance Level: SSB achieved a level of 28.20%, falling below the requirement of 30.4%.
Standard 2
2.1 The service rate for all individuals with disabilities from minority backgrounds as a ratio to the service rate for all individuals with disabilities from non-minority backgrounds.
Required Performance Level: This ratio is not calculated if fewer than 100 persons from minority backgrounds exit the program during the fiscal year. For fiscal year 2015 SSB’s rate was .817%.
4. Report on how the funds reserved for innovation and expansion (I&E) activities were utilized in FY 2015.
SSB used Title I funds for innovation and expansion in support of the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind (SRC-B) meetings, for meetings of the Council committees and task forces, and in support of member travel to national rehabilitation meetings. The SRC-B actual expenditures for FFY2015 were $28,728.
SSB resources for support of the Statewide Independent Living Council come from Title VII rather than Title I funds. SSB will continue to use Title I funds for innovation and expansion in support of the SRC-B’s resource plan of $35,730 for FFY 2016.


Q. Quality, Scope, Extent of Supported Employment Services
Supported employment services promoting the integration of people with the most severe disabilities into employment in Minnesota have become increasingly available. The scope and quality of supported employment services have improved as more entities become aware of the benefits of ongoing employment supports for individuals with the most significant disabilities. However, the demand for supported employment exceeds the capacity of systems in Minnesota to provide the necessary extended ongoing employment supports. 
In addition to the goals for Title VI Part B described in Section N, SSB will continue to engage in capacity building and technical assistance efforts with other state agencies and community service providers. For example, SSB is working with the Minnesota Department of Human Services regarding the need for ongoing employment supports for individuals who are DeafBlind. SSB counselors have had some success working with county social workers to obtain waiver funding for those ongoing supports. 
Vocational rehabilitation services provided by SSB to individuals under a supported employment plan over the last two years are described in Section N. The services are similar to those provided to other customers under an IPE but how the services are provided and the supports that are needed, will vary significantly depending on the needs of the individual. When vocational rehabilitation services are completed, a customer transitions to extended services. That transition occurs when the individual achieves the goals set out in their supported employment IPE, when they reach stability on the job, and when a service provider agrees to begin providing the needed ongoing employment supports. In most cases, the transition from vocational rehabilitation services to extended services occurs within three months. 
In Minnesota, the sources of ongoing support primarily include the counties, community rehabilitation programs or other private non-profit organizations. 
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