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Program-Specific Requirements for Vocational Rehabilitation (Blind) 

The Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Services Portion of the Unified or Combined State Plan[footnoteRef:1]      [1:  Sec. 102(b)(2)(D)(iii) of WIOA] 


must include the following descriptions and estimates, as required by section 101(a) of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended by title IV of WIOA: 

(a) Input of State Rehabilitation Council
SSB will complete this section after the February 6, 2020 meeting of the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind.
All agencies, except for those that are independent consumer-controlled commissions, must describe the following:

(1) input provided by the State Rehabilitation Council, including input and recommendations on the VR services portion of the Unified or Combined  State Plan, recommendations from the Council's  report, the review and analysis of consumer satisfaction, and other Council reports that may have been developed as part of the Council’s functions;

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. 

Input of State Rehabilitation Council Section A. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Request for Waiver of Statewideness Section B. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Cooperative Agreements with Agencies Not Carrying Out Activities Under the Statewide Workforce Development System Section C. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Coordination with Education Section D. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Cooperative Agreements with Private Nonprofits Section E. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Arrangements and Cooperative Agreements Regarding Supported Employment Section F. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Coordination with Employers Section G. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Interagency Cooperation Section H. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Comprehensive System of Personnel Development Section I. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Statewide Assessment Section J. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Annual Estimates Section K. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

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 2019 SSB and the Customer Satisfaction and Goals & Priorities Committee reviewed the recommendations from the committees and jointly the developed goals and priorities for program year 2019. The draft Goals and Priorities were presented to the SRC-B at the December 5, 2019 meeting and they were presented to the February 6, 2020 meeting for approval.
SSB Response:

Order of Selection Section M. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

Goals for Title VI Part B Section N. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

State’s Strategies 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 2019 SSB and the Customer Satisfaction and Goals & Priorities Committee reviewed the recommendations from the committees and jointly the developed goals and priorities for program year 2019. The draft Goals and Priorities were presented to the SRC-B at the December 5, 2019 meeting and they were presented to the February 6, 2020 meeting for approval.
SSB Response:

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. The preliminary report was presented to the SRC-B on October 3, 2019.
SSB Response:

Quality, Scope, and Extent of Supported Employment Services Section Q. This section was presented to the SRC-B on February 6, 2020.
SSB Response:

(2) the Designated State unit's response to the Council’s input and recommendations; and
SSB will complete this section after the February 6, 2020 meeting of the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind.

(3) the designated State unit’s explanations for rejecting any of the Council’s input or recommendations.
SSB will complete this section after the February 6, 2020 meeting of the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind. 


(b) Request for Waiver of Statewideness. 

When requesting a waiver of the statewideness requirement, the designated State unit must identify the types of services to be provided by the program on a non-statewide basis. The waiver request must also include written assurances that:

(1) a local public agency will provide the non-Federal share of costs associated with the services to be provided in accordance with the waiver request;

This agency has not requested a waiver of statewideness.

(2) the designated State unit will approve each proposed service before it is put into effect; and

This agency has not requested a waiver of statewideness.

(3) requirements of the VR services portion of the Unified or Combined  State Plan will apply to the services approved under the waiver.

This agency has not requested a waiver of statewideness.



(c) Cooperative Agreements with Agencies Not Carrying Out Activities Under the Statewide Workforce Development System

Describe interagency cooperation with and utilization of the services and facilities of agencies and programs that are not carrying out activities through the statewide workforce development system with respect to:  

(1) Federal, State, and local agencies and programs; 

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 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 also has formal interagency agreements with the American Indian VR programs in the State. 
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. 

(2)  State programs carried out under section 4 of the Assistive Technology Act of 1998; 

A System of Technology to Achieve Results (STAR) is located within the Minnesota Department of Administration. STAR’s mission is to help all Minnesotans with disabilities gain access to and acquire the assistive technology they need to live, learn, work and play. The Minnesota STAR Program is federally funded by the Department of Health and Human Services, Administration For Community Living in accordance with the Assistive Technology Act of 1998, as amended (P.L. 108-364). SSB has a cooperative agreement with STAR effective February 2017. 

(3)  Programs carried out by the Under Secretary for Rural Development of the Department of Agriculture; 

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.

(4) Non-educational agencies serving out-of-school youth; and

SSB does not have any cooperative agreements with agencies serving out-of-school youth.

(5)  State use contracting programs. 

SSB uses a Master Contract system managed by The Materials Management Division of the MN Administrative Department. Master contracts are used with all Community Rehabilitation Programs that SSB purchases Rehabilitation Services from. 



(d) Coordination with Education Officials  

Describe:

(1) The designated State unit's plans, policies, and procedures for coordination with education officials to facilitate the transition of students with disabilities from school to the receipt of VR services, including pre-employment transition services, as well as procedures for the timely development and approval of individualized plans for employment for the students.

Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS), State Services for the Blind (SSB), and the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) have had an agreement since 2016 to achieve better coordination between schools and VR services and creating a bridge from the school to VRS or SSB prior to school exit. The intent of the agreement is to: 
1. Provide consultation and technical assistance to Local Education Agencies (LEA)s in planning for the transition of students with disabilities from school to post school activities including post-secondary education, training, competitive integrated employment and independent living.

2. Provide secondary transition planning by personnel of DEED's VRS and SSB alongside secondary special education and career and college readiness staff through the delivery of pre-employment transition services and vocational rehabilitation services under the Rehabilitation Act and transition services under the IDEA.
3. Define the roles and responsibilities, including financial responsibilities, of each agency,   including provisions for pre-employment transition services, vocational rehabilitation services and IDEA transition services.
4. Designate procedures for outreach to and identification of students with disabilities who are in need of pre-employment transition services and/ or vocational rehabilitation services. Outreach to students should occur as early as grade nine.
5. Outline services and documentation requirements set forth in section 511 of the Rehabilitation Act, as added by the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), with regard to youth with disabilities who are seeking subminimum wage employment.
6. Provide assurance that neither the SEA nor the LEA will enter into an arrangement with an entity holding a special wage certificate under section 14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act for the purpose of operating a program under which a youth with a disability is engaged in work at a subminimum wage.
Coordinated Services for Youth in Special Education Minnesota law mandates a coordinated system of services for youth, birth to 21, who are involved in special education. The Minnesota System for Interagency Collaboration (MnSIC) was formed to develop and implement this system. VRS is represented on MnSIC and VRS staff participate on subcommittees that develop service strategies for students and recommendations for governance and coordination of state and local collaborative efforts. Community Transition Interagency Committee (CTIC) Approximately 70 local CTICs promote statewide interagency coordination to remove system barriers and expand community services. CTICs include parents, students, advocacy groups, local businesses, county government, post—secondary education, vocational education, community education, corrections, SSA health care, and other local service providers. SSB staff serve on CTICs, thereby helping to improve and expand vocational services that result in employment outcomes. SSB counselors serve all public, private, and charter high schools in Minnesota. They are active participants on transition planning teams so that each VR eligible student with a disability can access VR services and establish a written VR plan before leaving school. Outreach efforts include working with school nurses, guidance counselors, case managers, principals, social workers, 504 personnel, community agencies and work experience coordinators to identify students with disabilities who are not in special education programs. For SSB, connecting with students through teachers of the blind and visually impaired is a primary way to ensure that we are serving students.  A referral of all potentially eligible students is sought as soon as possible so that employment services can begin well before the student leaves school. Interagency Agreement to Purchase used Assistive Technology Devices When a child with a disability transitions into a work environment or postsecondary program, VRS or SSB may purchase any assistive technology device that the child’s former school district purchased on the child’s behalf. 

(2) Information on the formal interagency agreement with the State educational agency with respect to: 

(A) consultation and technical assistance to assist educational agencies in planning for the transition of students with disabilities from school to post-school activities, including VR services;

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Divisions will work together to ensure that consultation and technical assistance, which could include video conferences and conference calls, is provided to Local Education Agencies (LEA) staff in planning for the transition of students with disabilities to post-school activities. This includes implementing a structure for ensuring pre-employment transition services and vocational rehabilitation services are made available statewide for those who need these services. 

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Divisions will collaborate and promote transition to adult services through participation in existing councils, committees, and other workgroups within respective agencies. 

DEED's VRS and SSB will ensure that a counselor(s) is assigned to each school district and charter school in the state who will provide consultation and technical assistance to LEA staff on an as-needed basis related to the transition of students with disabilities from school to post-school activities. 

MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Divisions in consultation with DEED's VRS and SSB will develop training and communication tools for the LEA staff regarding WIOA and how it intersects with IDEA and the schools


(B) transition planning by personnel of the designated State agency and educational agency that facilitates the development and  implementation of their individualized education programs; 

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success staff will provide technical assistance and consultation regarding these five required pre-employment transition services made available to students with disabilities who need them in grade nine through age 21 statewide:
· Job exploration counseling to assist students with disabilities in understanding their work related strengths and interests and what career possibilities there are;
· Work-based learning experiences, which may include in-school or after school opportunities, or experience outside the traditional school setting (including internships), that is provided in an integrated environment in the community to the maximum extent possible;
· Counseling on opportunities for enrollment in comprehensive transition or postsecondary educational programs at institutions of higher education;
· Workplace readiness training to develop social skills and independent living; and
· Instruction in self-advocacy (including instruction in person-centered planning), which may include peer mentoring (including peer mentoring from individuals with disabilities working in competitive integrated employment).

DEED's VRS and SSB counselors will attend meetings for the development of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) when invited. Counselors will use the IEPs with students to assist in developing the individualized plans for employment (IPE).
DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Divisions agree to share responsibility for ensuring that schools are aware of and how to use the tools to support students with disabilities to receive current information about their strengths, interests and preferences in order to make informed choices about competitive integrated employment prior to leaving school.
DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Divisions agree to share responsibility for ensuring that schools which serve students with disabilities receive information about the benefits of providing career information.

(C) roles and responsibilities, including financial responsibilities, of each agency, including provisions for determining State lead agencies and qualified personnel responsible for transition services; 

DEED's VRS and SSB assist students with disabilities in making informed choices to prepare for, obtain, maintain, advance in, or regain competitive integrated employment. Services include the provision of pre-employment transition services for students who are eligible or potentially eligible for VR services. They also include 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 that have applied for VR services, have been found eligible and are in an open priority category. 
MDE's Special Education Division is responsible for ensuring that local education agencies provide special education and related services as documented in students' Individualized Education Plan (IEP). 

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Division are responsible for coordination necessary to satisfy documentation requirements set forth in WIOA and 34 CFR 397.10 (b)(i) and (ii) with regard to students and youth with disabilities who are seeking subminimum wage employment. 

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Divisions are financially responsible for the services they provide under their own laws and rules. Nothing will be construed to reduce the obligation under IDEA of a local educational agency or any other agency to provide or pay for any transition services that are also considered special education or related services and that are necessary for ensuring a free appropriate public education to children with disabilities within Minnesota. For non-VR transition students who do not want to apply for services but express interest in any of the Pre-Employment Transition Services available from SSB, SSB will provide those services until the student graduates from high school. SSB currently has seven non-VR transition students participating in Pre-Employment Transition Services.  All SSB hosted and sponsored transition events are marketed towards both VR and non-VR transition students.  SSB has developed a case management system that will have better tracking abilities for non-VR transition students. 

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Divisions are responsible to ensure that neither the LEA nor VR agencies may shift the burden for providing a service, for which it otherwise would be responsible, to the other entity. Decisions related to which entity will be responsible for providing transition, pre-employment transition services or vocational rehabilitation services that can be considered both a special education and a VR service will be made at the state and local level as part of the collaboration between the VR agencies, State Education Agencies (SEA), and LEAs. 
Considerations in making funding decisions could include: 
•	The purpose of the service: Is it related to outcomes for employment or education? 
•	Which agency customarily provides the service? 
•	Is the student eligible for transition services under the IDEA and/ or pre-employment transition services or vocational rehabilitation services under the Rehabilitation Act


(D) procedures for outreach to and identification of students with disabilities who need transition services.

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success Divisions will work together to develop outreach tools related to competitive integrated employment for students with disabilities, parents or representatives of students with disabilities, school personnel, and other community agencies. Materials will include a description of the purpose of the VR programs, application procedures, eligibility requirements, priority for services, and scope of services that may be provided to eligible individuals. 

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success will work together with LEAs to ensure that outreach and identification of students in need of/ who could benefit from pre-employment transition services takes place statewide. 

In order to provide information to students and their families/ guardians about pre-employment transition services and/or vocational rehabilitation services, DEED's VRS and SSB will be allowed to receive "directory information" from LEAs. In accordance with Minnesota (M.S. 13.32) and federal (20 U.S.C.A. 1232g (5)(A)) laws, "directory information" is defined, in part, as the student's name, address, telephone listing, and date of birth. 

DEED's VRS and SSB and MDE's Special Education and Career and College Success will work together with LEAs to ensure outreach to: 
· Students receiving special education services under IDEA; 
· Students receiving accommodations under section 504; 
· Students receiving school psychological, health, nursing, or social work services; 
· Other students who have disabilities as defined in Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, but who do not receive IDEA services nor have a 504 plan. 

DEED's VRS and SSB will provide outreach to the following school staff to identify students in need of pre-employment transition services and/ or vocational rehabilitation services: teachers/case managers, work coordinators, guidance counselors, school nurses, 504 coordinators, school social workers, alternative learning center staff, principals, school mental health coordinators, and school psychologists. 




(e) Cooperative Agreements with Private Nonprofit Organizations  

Describe the manner in which the designated State agency establishes cooperative agreements with private non-profit VR service providers.

SSB holds master contracts with three full—time Community Rehabilitation Providers (CRPs) which focus on providing adjustment to blindness training as well as other services to blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind customers. SSB discusses with providers during the development of master contracts the scope of services, programs and rates. After review by SSB staff, the Director of SSB approves all service costs charged by CRPs. As necessary, SSB staff answers questions and discusses any issues with each CRP. SSB has developed and implemented a comprehensive vendor monitoring system which utilizes SharePoint software for the overall management of the process. Vendors are reviewed in person on a three 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. 

As required by statute, SSB contracts with CRPs to provide the minimum of six weeks intensive training under sleep shades from an adjustment to blindness center for Rehabilitation Counselors. 

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 Customized Employment. Since October 2015, SSB has contracted with two Adjustment To Blindness training centers to provide transition programs to students meant to augment work done by school districts with activities on evenings and weekends. SSB has worked with a third CRP and in October of 2019, have begun offering their full/part time comprehensive Adjustment To Blindness training program modified with a transition curriculum. 


(f) Arrangements and Cooperative Agreements for the Provision of Supported Employment Services. 

Describe the designated State agency’s efforts to identify and make arrangements, including entering into cooperative agreements, with other State agencies and other appropriate entities in order to provide supported employment services and extended employment services, as applicable, to individuals with the most significant disabilities, including youth with the most significant disabilities. 

Arrangements and Cooperative Agreements for the Provision of Supported Employment Services for customers that require other types of training/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. Changes in Minnesota’s new accounting system, shifted the operating agreements to master contracts in October of 2012. With this shift, there were additional requirements and as a result 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. All Master Contracts were amended beginning in March 2019. To make the contracts consistent with WIOA, cancellation fees were removed, the conflict of interest requirements were changed to meet Federal Uniform Guidance 2 CFR 200, Pre-ETS services and language was added, and other required clauses were added to conform to state contracting procedures. 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
SSB works with employers to identify employment and career exploration opportunities in competitive and integrated settings. SSB has four employment specialists who work with employers to identify their needs and match them with qualified candidates. Additional services provided to employers include education on the importance of a diverse work force, worksite analyses, training on the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and job retention services for employees with a vision loss. 

SSB employment specialists routinely attend networking events to promote disability awareness and sensitivity training as well as provide resources and technical assistance to potential employers in Minnesota and nationwide. SSB staff have given presentations to State of Minnesota Human Resources leaders on the advantages of hiring people who are visually impaired, blind and DeafBlind and national companies like Land O’ Lakes, Medtronic, and 3M. SSB has provided business services related to hiring and retention of people with disabilities to Ecolab, Traveler’s Insurance, Hy-Vee Supermarket Company, and others. SSB educates employers about how qualified candidates can benefit their businesses by providing training to managers and employers on hiring and working with people with disabilities, which can include courtesy services like worksite assessments, connecting to resources, and technical assistance through free, on-site accessibility testing of employer computer systems and data bases in addition to information accessibility support. These business relationships further support and enhance the exchange of labor market information to assist in the development of individual plans for employment and self-employment decision making.  

SSB actively participates and provides leadership and guidance to local and national groups devoted to connecting employers to qualified individuals with disabilities in cooperation with other DEED entities and title partners related directly to services to businesses. This is done through Minnesota Community Advisors on Recruitment and Retention Solutions (MnCARRS), the Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation (CSAVR)/National Employment Team (NET), the Project Search Leadership Team and Statewide Placement Partnerships.  In return, the state provides advance communication of employment opportunities, improved communications about the State’s employment processes, assistance with mock interviews, and training to improve candidate performance in the hiring process. Various state agencies and MnCARRS partners participate in career fairs, community outreach events, job information sessions, training sessions, resource sharing, and more. SSB staff participated in the planning and implementation of statewide employer trainings with our other title partners.

The NET through CSAVR is comprised of one point of contact for each of the 78 rehabilitation programs nationwide. The sole purpose of this team is to connect with employers on a national level including private employers and federal partners. Through the NET, SSB can connect with approximately two to four new employers monthly and receives correspondence and job leads from approximately another dozen employers each month. Each year SSB has customers hired by employers through the NET connection. SSB also frequently acts as the subject matter expert and resource for other state programs that connect directly to employers across Minnesota. SSB utilizes the relationships with these business partners to supplement the efficiency of contracted Community Rehabilitation Providers, giving more than six one-on-one presentations with employers last year.  SSB also provides training and presentations for businesses approximately four to six times annually, last year conducting seven trainings.  

2. transition services, including pre-employment transition services, for students and youth with disabilities.
The employment team at State Services for the Blind is comprised of four employment specialists, one support staff, a Transition Coordinator, and a Work Opportunities Navigator specifically serving students and youth.  

SSB has implemented a model for transition called BRIDGE to Success that is implemented with all eligible and potentially eligible transition students. Within BRIDGE (as defined below), activities are embedded that connect students with mentors in career exploration, internships, work readiness training, and work based learning experiences Each of the core areas in BRIDGE highlights an essential component that teenagers need in order to succeed after high school: 

•Basic Skills 
•Role Models 
•Initiative 
•Discovery 
•Goal Setting 
•Experiences. 

Through SSB, teens can explore each of these core components and cross the BRIDGE in to the future of work, study, and living independently. Activities that SSB is providing in coordination with employers are outlined below using the BRIDGE framework: 

Basic Skills 
All students receive assistance from the employment team to learn how to write a resume, interview, and other basic job seeking skills. The Work Opportunities Navigator provides more extensive one-on-one job seeking skills training to transition students statewide. Students participate in mock interviews where they interview with outside employers. They obtain feedback from those employers that helps them improve their skills. The employment team provides training to these same students around disclosure of disability in the employment process. 

Role Models 
SSB’s 2nd Career Expo was held in April 2019, and it showcased blind, low vision, and DeafBlind professionals. Transition students went around to each professional and asked questions about the type of work they do and how they do the job with a vision loss. Over 90 individuals participated, including students who were not yet customers of SSB. The Spectacle (SSB’s quarterly transition newsletter) highlights a different working professional every quarter. 

Initiative 
The Summer Transition Program (a two week program for students that is hosted by SSB and the Department of Education) has a component where students go to the radio station in the Communication Center and record their elevator speech for employers. Students are being asked to represent the sub-committees for the State Rehab Council. 

Discovery 
A big piece of the BRIDGE model is having students learn more about their skills and assets. This includes career exploration. At the Career Expo, there was an exhibit on labor market information. Students learned how to find more information on jobs they are interested in.  Before they graduate from high school, students sit down with their counselor and assigned employment specialist to review labor market information. Students are connected with job shadowing and informational interviewing opportunities with employers in the community to find out more about different types of jobs.  Every year, the Work Opportunities Navigator compiles a list of summer internship opportunities for students.   

Goal Setting 
All transition students are expected to have an Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) that aligns with their Individualized Education Program (IEP). The job goal is one that is projected for the student. Work and career exploration must be part of the IPE. 

Experiences 
Every single student is expected to have some sort of work experience or volunteer experience prior to graduation. Community Rehab Providers (CRPs) have added student work experiences to their contract with SSB to help us meet our goal of every student having a work experience. CRPs and SSB’s placement staff have developed relationships with employers that will allow students to work for them. As part of the Summer Transition Program (STP), all students will participate in a two to four week work experience in a variety of areas developed by SSB’s Work Opportunities Navigator. All these students will participate in a mock interview and have a resume complete by an employment specialist.  Additionally, they all students will have a technology evaluation completed during STP. SSB has become an employer and opened up three paid student worker positions at the agency. The Senior Services unit has employed student workers to assist, the Business Enterprise Program (BEP) had one paid student worker position with a BEP operator, and a front desk reception intern was hired in the main office. 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 oversees 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. There are over 250 Project Search sites around the world. There are five active sites in Minnesota, including Medtronic, Children’s Hospital and Clinics, and Hennepin County Medical Center in Minneapolis, Avera Hospital in Marshall, and Fairview Lakes Medical Center in Wyoming, Minnesota. A total of five visually impaired customers have taken part, one of which was hired/ employed part-time at Minneapolis Children’s Hospital. 

SSB is an active representative on Project Search.  SSB is an active representative on the Placement Partnerships and the National Employment Team (NET). We tap into businesses within the Placement Partnerships in order to establish student work opportunities.



(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; 

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 Disability Services Division (DHS-DSD). Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS) and State Services for the Blind (SSB) collaborate closely with DHS in the provision of services for individuals who are on home and community based waivers. 
In September 2019, DHS-DSD, VRS, and SSB signed a Memorandum of Understanding. The terms of the MOU are specific to individuals on a Medicaid waiver who want to pursue competitive, integrated employment. Employment First and Person-Centered principles form the basis of the shared vision for how our agencies can provide employment services for people with disabilities in a coordinated manner. The goal is to align systems so that common customers – those who receive home and community-based service disability waivers and vocational rehabilitation services from VRS or SSB – can get seamless and timely supports to make informed choices and meet their competitive integrated employment goals. The full implementation of the MOU is planned for January 2021 to allow time for communication, stakeholder involvement, and training. 
Under the MOU, the following coordination of services occurs:
Payment of Services
DEED-VRS/SSB is the primary payer for job-related services (services supporting job development, placement and employment stability) for common customers. DHS-DSD may fund services offered by VRS/SSB only when DHS-DSD documents that those services are not available through VRS/SSB. Once employment stability is established, DHS-DSD will continue to pay for long-term supports to maintain employment for customers of all ages. DHS-DSD will also pay for services that assist people in making informed choices and developing informed employment goals.
Interagency Planning and Policy Development
DHS-DSD and VRS/SSB will use strategic planning, troubleshooting, consultation and technical assistance to ensure successful implementation of this agreement. Key areas include goal setting, systems development, coordination of services, quality assurance and stakeholder involvement. We will: 
· Establish an interagency steering committee to provide MOU oversight, set goals, review program services and financing options, identify promising practices and resolve disputes
· Identify program liaisons from VRS/SSB and DHS-DSD to coordinate joint efforts in communication, quality assurance, training, and coordination of services, policies and procedures
· Create work groups as needed to provide advice and share expertise regarding practice enhancements
· Hold periodic staff meetings across agencies to ensure coordinated communication and address policy issues
· Establish an advisory committee that includes stakeholders from VRS/SSB, DHS-DSD, lead agency, and providers of both vocational rehabilitation services and waiver services to discuss progress and challenges with the MOU
· Jointly meet with stakeholders to collect feedback and identify areas for improvement
· Understand employment outcomes in our respective programs and develop a shared understanding of outcome measures and reporting procedures 
· Promote the use of evidence-based practices and/or promising approaches to create a more closely aligned employment service system, increase quality and gather shared data on employment outcomes 
· Identify common customers and practices that support positive employment outcomes 

Eligibility, Referrals, and Customer Flow
We will establish a shared understanding of when and how eligibility will be determined by each agency and we will communicate eligibility requirements to stakeholders. This includes community rehabilitation partners, lead agency staff, waiver employment service providers, VRS/SSB staff, DHS-DSD staff, and the people served by our programs and their families.
We will develop a shared referral process and provide clear instructions for referrals between programs when 1) a person indicates an interest to explore competitive, integrated employment through Minnesota’s Career Counseling Information and Referral Conversation in accordance with the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA – 511 process), 2) a person receiving HCBS waiver services decides to pursue competitive, integrated employment and 3) when a person receiving vocational rehabilitation services achieves stable employment and needs supports to maintain employment.
We will define a benefits planning model, determine how and when the model will be embedded into provided services, develop and coordinate training, and coordinate implementation through designated agency staff and a community of practice.
We will develop guidance on how and when services may be provided as people move between programs and funding sources and when dual services are allowed. We agree that people may receive VRS/SSB and waiver services at the same time as long as those services are needed and not duplicative.
Service Provider Networks
We will work together to increase our statewide, shared network of employment service providers to improve access, support seamless transitions, and expand individuals’ choices to high quality employment services. As part of this work, we agree to:
· Evaluate strategies for a common employment service provider pool. We will explore options for creating a shared job search service provider pool to support seamless service delivery and prevent unnecessary interruptions as people move between supports funded by VRS/SSB and supports funded by DHS-DSD.
· Encourage dual enrollment of employment service providers. While DHS and DEED will continue to maintain separate employment service provider licensure/accreditation standards, we will make it easier for providers to understand our respective standards and develop strategies to provide ongoing communication and technical assistance to those interested in enrolling.
· Align and streamline process and efforts. We will explore opportunities to better align and streamline each agency’s business processes and requirements to create consistency and efficiencies for dually enrolled employment service providers.
· Coordinate communications and training. We will coordinate service provider communications and training to maintain consistent messaging and increase understanding of each agency’s respective system and the shared customer flow outlined in this agreement.
· Measure and promote provider performance. We will explore methods to assess and provide information on service provider performance to people with disabilities and their families to support informed selection of service providers.
· Develop new providers. We will analyze data, set goals and collaborate on the development of employment service providers in underserved populations and areas of the state.

(2) the State agency responsible for providing services for individuals with developmental disabilities; and 

The primary agency responsible for services for adults with disabilities is the Minnesota Department of Human Services. We share a common set of values and principles:
• Employment first. The values and guiding principles found in Minnesota’s Employment First Policy will serve as the foundation for our work.
• Person centeredness. We will embed person-centered principles in our work to help people move toward meaningful work that builds on their unique interests, strengths and talents.
• Collaboration. We will build coordinated and consistent communication, training and support.
• Simplicity. We will develop a system that is easier to understand, implement and navigate.
• Continuous improvement. We will engage with stakeholders, leverage promising practices, and use data to adapt efforts and improve outcomes.
• Resource efficiency. We will use resources efficiently and within the bounds of federal guidelines and regulations.
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 a joint project with the above agencies which is the Way to Work Project. 

(3) the State agency responsible for providing 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 a joint project with the above agencies. 



(i)  Comprehensive System of Personnel Development; Data System on Personnel and Personnel Development  

Describe the designated State agency's procedures and activities to establish and maintain a comprehensive system of personnel development designed to ensure an adequate supply of qualified State rehabilitation professional and paraprofessional personnel for the designated State unit, including the following: 

(1) Data System on Personnel and Personnel Development

(A) Qualified Personnel Needs  

Describe the development and maintenance of a system for collecting and analyzing on an annual basis data on qualified personnel needs with respect to:

(i) the number of personnel who are employed by the State agency in the provision of VR services in relation to the number of individuals served, broken down by personnel category;

Minnesota State Services for the Blind (SSB) takes a coordinated approach in utilizing policies and procedures to develop activities that maintain a comprehensive system of personnel development. This approach ensures there are staff as needed throughout the state and that all staff have access to ongoing development opportunities. SSB’s intent is 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. 

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, is made up of the following positions (excluding those assigned to the Randolph-Sheppard Program):
· 16 positions are currently earmarked for qualified VR counselors, three of whom focus on Pre-ETS.  It is the intention of SSB to fill all counselor positions. 
· 1 Pre-ETS Opportunity Navigator
· 1 Pre-ETS Coordinator
· 1 Quality Assurance Specialist
· 3 Employment Specialists
· 4 Supervisors
· 1 Data Analyst
· 1 General Support Person
· 2 Payers
· 5 Assistive Technology Specialists, one of whom focuses on Pre-ETS
· 2 Directors
· 9 Vocational Rehabilitation Technicians

(ii)   the number of personnel currently needed by the State agency to provide VR services, broken down by personnel category; and

In light of Pre-ETS requirements, SSB has continued to adjust its staffing complement to better handle the work necessary to meet this area.  An additional counselor has been hired to transition specific caseloads.  
The Transition Core, made up of the Pre-ETS counselors, a general case counselor, an adult placement specialist, the Work Opportunity Navigator, the Coordinator, a supervisor, a vocational rehabilitation technician, and an assistive technology specialist, continue to plan and coordinate Pre-ETS statewide. 
To achieve the best employment outcomes possible, the team model has shown the greatest promise for SSB. Teams are composed of a counselor, a vocational rehabilitation technician, an assistive technology specialist, a placement specialist, a supervisor, and the Work Opportunity Navigator and Transition Coordinator as needed. 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. In 2020, the WDU continues to assess the effectiveness of this model and to look for ways to improve its function.
SSB had implemented an orientation process for all people potentially interested in SSB services. The goal was to increase their awareness of what services are available and what expectations may be associated with some of the services, especially with the VR program, so that people can make an informed choice about whether to apply for or otherwise engage in SSB services. This will continue as it has helped increase the level of active participation by participants and to decrease the dropout rate.  

(iii) projections of the number of personnel, broken down by personnel category, who will be needed by the State agency to provide VR services in 5 years based on projections of the number of individuals to be served, including individuals with significant disabilities, the number of personnel expected to retire or leave the field, and other relevant factors.

SSB has projected the number of new staff needed over the next five years to include 1 State Director, 1 Field Operations Supervisor IV, 5 Qualified VR Counselors, 1 Placement Staff, 3 VR Technicians, 1 Support Staff, and 2 Central Office Administration Staff. 

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. SSB has a dedicated outreach staff member who is increasing marketing to potential customer groups through presentations and electronic information. Given these changes, SSB is working on revamping its structure to meet the increased needs over the next five years. An aging workforce is a factor in the estimated 14 positions turning over in the next five years. 

As all public rehabilitation programs have experienced since the implementation of WIOA, we too have found it increasingly difficult to recruit and hire qualified rehabilitation counselors.  We are exploring several different ideas that include: hiring staff who do not have rehabilitation counseling Master Degree to manage cases under a qualified counselor; re-tooling our Team Model to address the increased level of administrative burden and coverage demands that resulted from WIOA requirements and chronic staff turnover; and considering a more dedicated level of in-house onboarding and continuing training as staff with less experience or academic training in the field are brought in. 

(B) Personnel Development  

Describe the development and maintenance of a system for  collecting and analyzing on an annual basis data on personnel development with respect to:

(i) a list of the institutions of higher education in the State that are preparing VR professionals, by type of program;

Minnesota will soon have one, not two, credentialed graduate programs in vocational rehabilitation counseling in addition to the University of Wisconsin Stout. Minnesota State University at Mankato (MSU-M) has announced that it is shutting down its program once the current classes are complete.  The St. Cloud State University (SCSU) program continues, and Wisconsin Stout will only be offering virtual courses going forward.  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. All graduates from these programs have the necessary credentials to qualify for national certification. All graduates meet the Minnesota standard for a qualified rehabilitation counselor.  The changes in the number and manner of training is expected to have a significantly negative impact on the pool of qualified counselors who might meet the anticipated staffing needs of SSB.  

For the time being, a WDU supervisor is an advisory committee member for two of the programs and WDU maintains a working relationship with all three.   

(ii) the number of students enrolled at each of those institutions, broken down by type of program; and

The Minnesota State University – Mankato has 16 students enrolled, St. Cloud State University has 35, and the University of Wisconsin – Stout has 69 students enrolled. 

(iii) the number of students who graduated during the prior year from each of those institutions with certification or licensure, or with the credentials for certification or licensure, broken down by the personnel category for which they have received, or have the credentials to receive, certification or licensure.

In the prior year, Minnesota State University at Mankato (MSU-M) graduated 5 students St. Cloud State University (SCSU) graduated 12 students University of Wisconsin at Stout graduated 23 students. 
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 meets the staffing needs of SSB at the moment although this has already begun changing. Minnesota will soon have one, not two, credentialed graduate programs in vocational rehabilitation counseling in addition to the University of Wisconsin Stout. Minnesota State University at Mankato (MSU-M) has announced that it is shutting down its program once the current classes are complete.  The St. Cloud State University (SCSU) program continues, and Wisconsin Stout will only be offering virtual courses going forward.  In addition to the shrinking pool of qualified applicants in Minnesota and nationally, it has become more difficult to recruit new personnel as more individuals are going to the private sector.  

(2) Plan for Recruitment, Preparation and Retention of Qualified Personnel  

Describe the development and implementation of a plan to address the current and projected needs for qualified personnel including, the coordination and facilitation of efforts between the designated State unit and institutions of higher education and professional associations to recruit, prepare, and retain personnel who are qualified, including personnel from minority backgrounds and personnel who are individuals with disabilities. 

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 for the recruitment and retention of qualified personnel. 
1. Recruitment-As well as the more traditional forms of advertising for vacant positions, SSB utilizes social media and national search groups to help with attracting qualified candidates. Additionally, the close relationship established with the current three local universities helps with promoting openings and getting viable candidates. We will likely need to expand our relationship building with other academic institutions as one will no longer be training rehabilitation counselors.
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 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 to being an employer of choice to help retain employees. From the point of onboarding employees to throughout their career SSB makes efforts to be inclusive, interactive and to utilize each employee’s strengths to the fullest. 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 at full immersion into the blind visually impaired customer population, outside training options and internal training which is both contracted and online. 

(3) Personnel Standards  

Describe the State agency's policies and procedures for the establishment and maintenance of personnel standards consistent with section 101(a)(7)(B) and to ensure that designated State unit professional and paraprofessional personnel are adequately trained and prepared, including: 

(A) standards that are consistent with any national or State-approved or -recognized certification, licensing, registration, or other comparable requirements that apply to the profession or discipline in which such personnel are providing VR services; and

Policies and procedures are in place relating to the establishment and maintenance of standards to 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 or a closely related field, 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. 
SSB works closely with its Human Resources to ensure 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. 
(B) the establishment and maintenance of education and experience requirements, in accordance with section 101(a)(7)(B)(ii) of the Rehabilitation Act, to ensure that the personnel have a 21st century understanding of the evolving labor force and the needs of individuals with disabilities

New employees come to SSB with a variety of knowledge, skills and abilities. Nearly all need SSB to provide them with additional information and training to ensure they have the tools and resources to do their job. Minnesotans expect SSB to be “experts” in the field of blindness. We are the one public organization providing such services. Therefore, 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 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. 

(4) Staff Development  

Describe the State agency's policies, procedures, and activities to ensure that, consistent with section101(a)(7)(C) of the Rehabilitation Act, all personnel employed by the designated State unit receive appropriate and adequate training in terms of: 

(A) a system of staff development for professionals and paraprofessionals within the designated State unit, particularly with respect to assessment, vocational counseling, job placement, and rehabilitation technology, including training implemented in coordination with entities carrying out State programs under section 4 of the Assistive Technology Act of 1998; and

Staff may request, for development purposes, additional or more advanced training activities that will be 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 within three months of hire and Minnesota 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. 

(B) procedures for the acquisition and dissemination of significant knowledge from research and other sources to designated State unit professionals and paraprofessionals

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. 
ONLINE-Information is disseminated to staff from a wide range of sources in a variety of ways. Increasingly, information is made available via web-based resources. In March, 2013, SSB launched a fully accessible training portal on the agency intra-web site that has links to training through the various training materials developed by DEED, Microsoft training, and other agency developed training. This site is updated quarterly and notices are sent to staff about new training options. Staff is able to access this resource and select training options at their own pace. This is especially important for counselors as many of the training options deal with specific population characteristics that are not presented on a regular basis. For example, several courses address Autism and employment and criminal offenders. Should a counselor have a customer with those particular characteristics, they can access the training to help them gain a greater understanding of them and perform their job more effectively. 
INTERNAL-The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) has been in place since July 22, 2014 with finale regulations established since June 2016. Staff have had to adjust to significant changes, especially in the areas of pre-employment transition services (Pre-ETS), limitations on the use of sub-minimum wage, and new performance accountability measures. In June 2017, a new case management system was implemented that tracks all WIOA required data. As of December 31, 2017, WDU policies and procedures were updated to reflect WIOA changes. The outcome and continued focus from these developments has been significant staff trainings designed to help staff adjust to and incorporate these new requirements. 

(5) Personnel to Address Individual Communication Needs  

Describe how the designated State unit has personnel or obtains the services of other individuals who are able to communicate in appropriate modes of communication with or in the native language of applicants or eligible individuals who have limited English speaking ability.

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. SSB is fortunate to have Braille services onsite and is able to produce high quality Braille in short timeframes. Minnesota is also fortunate to have several spoken and written language and American Sign Language interpreter services available who contract with the State for use with non-English speaking individuals and/or DeafBlind individuals. 

(6) Coordination of Personnel Development Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act  

As appropriate, describe the procedures and activities to coordinate the designated State unit's comprehensive system of personnel development with personnel development under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.

· Counselors may be asked to make presentations at staff meetings in areas of their expertise which included DeafBlind best practices, person centered planning, motivational interviewing, and transition best practices. 
· SSB placement, assistive technology, and counseling staff have worked with other Minnesota state departments on the hiring and integration into their workplaces of blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind individuals as part of achieving Minnesota Governor’s executive order for increasing the number of employees with disabilities in the state government workforce. 




(j) Statewide Assessment
   
a. Provide an assessment of the rehabilitation needs of individuals with disabilities residing within the State, particularly the VR services needs of those:

i. with the most significant disabilities, including their need for supported employment services;

SSB feels that with blind, visually impaired and DeafBlind individuals all of its customers can be viewed as having significant disabilities. Supported Employment services are provided to SSB customers as needed. With regards to youth, SSB is committed to providing all transition students work experiences with or without support employment services. 

ii. who are minorities; 

Although the population of Minnesota is 85% white, it is quite ethnically diverse. According to the American Community Survey, individuals who are Black/African American represent 5.5% of the state population, compared with 17.1% of SSB participants accepted for service. Individuals who are Hispanic/Latino represent 5.0% of the state population, and 1.8% of SSB participants accepted for service. American Indians represent 1.0% of the state population, and 1.1% of SSB participants accepted for service. Asians represent 4.4% of the state population, and 5.9% of SSB participants accepted for service. Research suggests blacks and American Indians experience disability at a higher rate than other cultural/ethnic groups. SSB needs to continue active outreach to people of color and indigenous people to assure equal access to the benefits of SSB services. 

Residents of color compose 21 percent of Minnesota's total population.
· Minnesota has seen 29 percent growth in its population of color since 2010 – ninth highest among states.
· In Minnesota, people of Color (those who identify as a race other than White alone, and/or those who are Hispanic or Latin(x)) make up 20% of the total population. Non-Hispanic White Minnesotans represent the remaining 80% of the statewide population.
· All race groups have grown recently in Minnesota, but between 2010 and 2018, the state has added five times as many People of Color as non-Hispanic White residents. 
Populations of Color are distributed unevenly across the state, and are more likely to live in metro areas than rural areas.
· Between 2010 and 2018, the fastest growing racial group in Minnesota was the Black or African American population, which grew by 36%, adding more than 96,500 people. Second fastest was the Asian population, which grew by 32%, adding 69,800 people, followed by the Hispanic or Latin(x) population, which grew by 24%, adding 59,000 people. (Black or African American and Asian race groups are that race "alone" and not Hispanic or Latin(x)).
(All data from 2018 Population Estimates, U.S. Census Bureau)

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, visually impaired, or deafblind 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 the government when they may already come with a negative governmental experience. 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. In many of these cultures, especially in Hmong, an individual with a disability is taken care of by the family and not expected to work. Therefore, we may face multiple barriers when working with customers from minority groups. 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 
• Participation in three tribal Pow Wows 
• Participation in Hmong Freedom Celebration and Sports Event (The two-day event draws thousands of Hmong families across Minnesota) 
• Participation in Somali Freedom Day, Somali Health Fairs, American Indian Health Fair, Red Lake Senior Resource Fair, and Fond Du Lac Band Family Health Fair.
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. There are not enough of these specialized programs available however to serve all these individuals. This is discussed in further detail later in the document. 

iii. who have been unserved or underserved by the VR program; 
Two groups have emerged in this analysis that have been unserved or underserved.
DeafBlind	
Minnesota has a relatively large population of DeafBlind individuals and is well known for its excellent services. According to the 2013 ACS Public Use Microdata Sample, the total population of Minnesotans with vision and hearing difficulties is 29,849. SSB currently serves 56 DeafBlind individuals. 
One of the biggest providers of services to DeafBlind individuals is DeafBlind Services Minnesota, LLC (DBSM). They are an LLC that is under the VLR non-profit. They provide Intervener, Support Service Providers (SSP) services, and Community Access for Disability Inclusion (CADI) Waiver case management services for individuals who are deaf-blind (they are one of the companies that the county can contract with).  

In 2016 DBSM provided services to: 52 Interveners (Age 0-21); 83 Support Services Providers (Adults)*46 under CADI Independent Living Skills; 2 Adult Intervener customers.
 
In 2017 DBSM provided services to: 57 Interveners (Age 0-21); 79 Support Services Providers (Adults)*45 under CADI Independent Living Skills; 7 Adult Intervener customers.

In 2018 DBSM provided services to: 56 Interveners (Age 0-21); 71 Support Services Providers (Adults)*42 under CADI Independent Living Skills; 5 Adult Intervener customers. 

Service Definitions
Intervener
A trained professional who provides one-to-one support to a Deafblind child or youth by: providing access to environmental information; facilitating communication between the person and others; and developing and maintaining a trusting, interactive relationship that promotes social and emotional well-being.

Support Service Provider
A trained professional who provides one-to-one support to a participant 18 years of age or older and who is Deafblind by providing visual and auditory information to the participant and by providing human guiding if necessary for safety, with the overall goal of maintaining and improving the participant’s independence. They can help with grocery shopping, running errands, etc. DBSM, will do an assessment to determine how many hours of services are needed, which is generally provide about 20 hours/month. Minnesota is considered to have some of the best SSP services in the country, with stable state funding, and could always use more people to work as an SSP. 

Adult Intervener
A trained professional who provides one-to-one support to a Deafblind adult by: providing access to environmental information; facilitating communication between the person and others; and developing and maintaining a trusting, interactive relationship that promotes social and emotional well-being.

Community Access for Disability Inclusion (CADI) Waiver
Program that provides home and community-based services to children and adults with disabilities who require the level of care provided in a nursing facility. These services are an alternative to institutionalization. They help a person live as independently as possible in community settings and promote optimal health, independence, safely and community integration. 

Independent Living Skills (ILS)
A trained professional who provides one-to-one support to an adult who is either Deafblind, deaf or blind by providing independent living skills instruction to the person with the overall goal of promoting and increasing independence.

Some of the barriers and gaps in services for DeafBlind customers include: 
1. Mental health for customers- when you’re adjusting to change in hearing or vision and there aren’t very good mental health services available that can be a problem.
2. Funding for support groups- for an individual adjusting to a change in hearing or vision or DeafBlindness and dealing with isolation, support groups can be very important but the interpreting is expensive for these support groups.
3. More trainers who can directly communicate with customers- SSB does have a few contractors who can provide ATB training and job related services using American Sign Language (ASL) and a few who are have ASL skills but still use an interpreter with customers. It is best though if a trainer can connect directly with the customer and not have to go through an interpreter as things can get lost in translation. It would be beneficial to have more contracted trainers who can communicate with customers in ASL. 
4. Need more services in rural areas. The majority of service providers are in the Twin Cities metro area and it can be difficult to finder providers in greater Minnesota. In some cases, for example SSPs may need to work as job coaches. 
5. Self-advocacy- helping DeafBlind people learn how to do things for themselves so they do not need to be dependent on staff. 
6. Lack of peer to peer training/mentoring opportunities.
7. Isolation- Lack of community inclusion/volunteer opportunities.
8. Insufficient skills- Including computer and reading contracted braille at a fast enough pace to maintain productivity.
9. Need more services that aren’t directly connected to employment. When a person is getting WDU services, they don’t always get the support/ATB training they need to learn how to do things independently (learning bus system, learning how to get around in new house) and people may need more training as their hearing/vision changes. 
10. Unable to get an accurate child count of children. The unduplicated child count that SSB receives from the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) only includes those with a primary a disability of blindness or DeafBlindness. It is anticipated that we could be missing some children who may be coded as having some other disability as their primary and blindness or DeafBlindness as their secondary disability. If the count were able include primary and secondary reported disabilities, the unduplicated MDE count may be more accurate. Unfortunately, to change the way the count is done would require changes in legislature which is unlikely to happen. 


ELL/Braille
Minnesota has opened its doors to hundreds of thousands of immigrants seeking refuge from their homes. Many have come with visual impairments including deafblindness. Even many more needing to learn English as a first step of integration which would eventually lead to employment and self-sufficiency. 
SSB serves an increasing number of Minnesota’s immigrants that come with both the need for learning English and vocational rehabilitation services specific to their blindness or deafblindness. The latter requires specialized ELL teaching materials and teachers who know how to provide ELL lessons with visual impairment, hard of hearing, or deafblind skills or at least willing to try. Our ELL clients come from the countries of Somalia, Pakistan, Burma, Vietnam, Mexico, other countries of Africa, Middle Eastern countries, and numerous South American countries. Although our ELL customers come from a large range of countries and cultures, they require some adaptive daily independent living skills such as braille, adaptive computer skills, low-vision devices, and adaptive software.
As SSB’s ELL population grows we are struggling to find public resources to provide these unique ELL services. Minnesota has a robust Adult Basic Education (ABE) program that includes ELL classes level 0 -7. However, in the metro Twin Cities area there is only one Minnesota ABE center that has one ELL class. 
Minneapolis’ Southside’s ABE ELL class can only accept 16 students with disability accommodation needs including blind, visually impaired, and deafblind students who all must test at an ELL level of 2 or more. They have no beginner (levels 0 and 1) ELL classes for those who are blind, visually impaired, or deafblind. There are currently 4 students enrolled in ELL class. There are currently 20 students who are blind, visually impaired, or DeafBlind on the waitlist which is generally 7 months to 1 year depending on when students leave the program. Students may leave either because they complete ELL, obtain GED, or leave for other reasons such as illness, family issues, no childcare, employment, etc. However, often blind and visually impaired students are great attenders and keep coming to school until they finish their educational goal. It can take students many years to complete English as a Second Language classes. For some students who have never had an education in their country, it can take 6 to 7 years or it could take less depending on what degree of education they previously received. Students who start GED classes usually finish within 2-4 years. 

There is a perpetual waitlist of these students needing ELL classes. Southside ABE ELL students has only one staff who was hired to handle all the accommodation needs of these 16 ELL students enrolled in class. According to this staff, she is responsible for making all the braille material for any of the students needing this accommodation, large print, set-up CCTVs, and make sure students can connect their adaptive software to the center’s internet, Wi-Fi, etc. 

The Minneapolis Adult Education Program provides adapted learning material (Braille, tactile graphics, enlargements, hands on material, models, 3D objects, manipulatives, enlarged print keyboards and calculators, talking calculators, some teachers provide audio recordings of reading passages ) and devices (CCTVs, dome magnifiers, large screen monitors, slate and stylus, colored cover sheets to minimize glare).  Blind, visually impaired, and deafblind students receive 100% time extension on unit tests, quizzes, CASAS or TABE tests, pencil/paper test vs. computer test, private room, breaks, and volunteer readers/recorders.  Students receive learning material in electronic version, so it is JAWS accessible. In addition to all of the above, blind and visually impaired students receive extra time to respond to class discussions; information that is being presented on a whiteboard is spoken aloud as it is being written; pictures and diagrams are clearly described; preferential seating; material printed on colored paper to reduce glare; unfinished classwork can be finished home and turned in the next day; Blind, visually impaired, and deafblind students receive an extra attention from floating volunteers, if they are available. 

Some of the barriers these students face include not having sufficient computer skills, 
not being able to read braille at a faster pace and not being able to read contracted braille which will be a skill they need for GED classes. Students can sometimes lack independence and rely on teachers too much. Classes are large and teachers cannot assist blind and visually impaired students at all times. Additionally, many of their students cannot be served by SSB because of their immigration status. 

SSB ELL students often need to learn and know braille. This is a skill acquired while learning levels 0 and 1 of ELL. Currently only 1 Minnesota Adjustment To Blindness (ATB) center (Blind, Inc.) provides early beginner ELL classes along with braille a basic adaptive computer skills. There is only 1 ELL instructor who can only teach 10 to 12 students at any given time. Their ELL is an extensive program due to the nature of teaching these ATB skills while teaching non-English speaking students adaptive daily living skills necessary to move onto an ABE ELL center. 
There are 2 other ATB centers in Minnesota but neither have instructors who can provide ELL classes for any blind, visually impaired, and deafblind students. According to these ATB centers, it would cost them to add this service to their ATB program. They would be required to research and apply for grant funding for adding ELL classes, and only if there are funding sources for these types of services.
Minnesota only has one Minnesota ABE center that provides ELL class for blind, visually impaired, and deafblind students with only 1 dedicated staff to provide all the accommodation needs to these students. Students travel from other cities to attend that program and as the waitlist grows, so does the need for more ELL programs for this population of customers. At the end of 2018 SSB could utilize 3 to 5 ELL programs that were willing and/or able to accommodate SSB’s customers. However, before the end of 2019 two non-profit ELL programs closed down due to lack of funding and/or resources. Another one determined they could only handle 2 students as they are new to teaching blind students. They closed their enrollment to other blind students due to not knowing nor understanding the accommodation needs for these students. They also rely on community volunteers to teach ELL classes which includes those classes for blind students. These volunteers would need to be trained to teach blind students, learn how to use/provide accommodation materials, equipment, and set up special one-on-one lessons with blind students.
Minnesota’s ELL centers/programs are very limited, under-funded, and in need to receive resources to learn, set-up, and provide accommodation, needs, and services to Minnesota’s growing blind, visually impaired, and deafblind customers in need of ELL programs that can provide them the disability accommodations they need to be successful. The unique dual needs of learning ATB skills (adaptive way to access print) while learning levels 0 and 1 ELL skills is missing from 2 out of the 3 ATB centers offered in Minnesota. The need is great for students to continue learning adaptive daily skills while learning ELL skills. Blind, visually impaired, and deafblind customers in vocational rehabilitation services are proving to be an underserved population.
Another area of need in the future will be that of senior citizens.  According to a Humphrey Institute report commissioned by State Services for the Blind, one in five Minnesotans will be senior citizens by the year 2030. Men and women reaching the age of 65 can expect to live to ages 81 and 84 respectively. The frequency of vision problems increases dramatically among persons of this age.  It is estimated that 12% of those between the ages of 65 and 74 will experience significant vision loss, much higher than is experienced by younger people. While services to this population do not currently belong to vocational rehabilitation, longer life expectancy and the financial advantages to delaying the beginning of Social Security retirement benefits will almost certainly mean that there will be more seniors looking to remain employed or seek jobs after experiencing vision loss in the near future. The results of this trend will be a new category of persons seeking services through the Vocational Rehabilitation system.  How to best serve this future group of VR customers’ needs to begin soon.


iv. who have been served through other components of the statewide workforce  development system; and 

Services through the local Career Force Locations (CFL) are available to individuals with disabilities throughout Minnesota. CFLs offer classes, workshops, and pre-employment services. A small percentage of those individuals who utilize the CFLs are blind, visually impaired, or DeafBlind. 
SSB works with the CFL directors and Title III partners to keep Career Force staff trained in the etiquette and tips in working with blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind individuals. Additionally, SSB assistive technologists assist in inventory and auditing of accessible computer systems in all CFLs. 
Despite these efforts, individuals frequently do not feel comfortable utilizing the CFLs and choose to work with SSB directly. SSB staff are recognized as more knowledgeable in the area of blindness. 

v. who are youth with disabilities and students with disabilities, including, as appropriate, their need for pre-employment transition services or other transition services. 

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 legislation has expanded this category to include those who are not students with an upper age limit of twenty-four. We have identified three 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. The trends that were identified among our student population include: 
• Students were not clear on the purpose of the vocational rehabilitation program. They did not understand the role of the rehabilitation counselor or their own responsibilities and expectations. This resulted in a number of youth leaving the program without an employment outcome. 
• Students lacked the necessary skills of blindness and DeafBlindness after leaving secondary school. While they had sufficient academic skills to get accepted into postsecondary school, they were often not successful in their program. They didn’t have the technology skills to access the assignments or their textbooks; they didn’t have the orientation and mobility skills to go to class; they didn’t have the independent living skills to be safe in their dorm room. This resulted in an increase of students and youth dropping out of college. The University of Minnesota approached SSB two years prior with these concerns and they asked us to come up with solutions that would increase the likelihood of success for our students who are blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind. 
• Students were not exposed to an assortment of assistive technology aids and devices early on. They were using outdated, old, and inefficient methods to read, write, access the computer, and access their environment. They often relied on one method for accessing print, and when that method failed or their vision changed, they were no longer able to continue what they were doing. This resulted in increased college dropout rates and loss of employment. 
• The first time students were exposed to work was after they graduated from their final education program. They often had an unrealistic idea what work was, and they believed they would have the same level of support on the job as they did in high school and college. Students did not realize the level of independence they would need to sustain a career. They also did not realize the amount of responsibility and accountability placed on their shoulders. This resulted in a lot of fear, anger, and frustration that would lead to individuals leaving the vocational rehabilitation program. 
• Career exploration meant hearing about a job and immediately thinking that was what they wanted to do, regardless of the economic outlook. SSB had some students who would go through four years of college and then realize they had no interest in that field of study. 
There are many reasons for this, particularly wide variations between services available in 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. Services may need to be provided in the evenings, on weekends, or by electronic methods in order to reach students. Transportation in rural away areas becomes less available as well. In other cases, students and parents do not realize the importance in thinking beyond high school graduation. Despite multiple attempts to engage students and parents, it is ultimately their choice to participate in VR Pre-ETS. If students have a primary disability other than vision loss but still have vision loss as a secondary disability, they may not be referred to SSB, and their data will also not show up on the Unduplicated Child Count from the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE).
 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 passage and signing of the Workforce Innovation 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 has meant creative effective approaches of spending this money. In addition, this has caused dollars that were being spent on the provision of other services to be diverted to services for transition-aged students. 
To accurately outline and address solutions for the concerns highlighted above, SSB has developed a yearly Pre-Employment Transition Services Blueprint using the framework put into place by WIOA. The Pre-Employment Transition Services Blueprint outlines SSB’s plans to address the five required activities and nine authorized activities as required by WIOA. 
The five required activities are: 
• Job exploration counseling 
• Work-based learning experiences 
• Counseling on opportunities for enrollment in comprehensive transition or postsecondary educational programs at institutions of higher education 
• Workplace readiness training to develop social skills and independent living 
• Instruction in self-advocacy, including peer mentoring 

The nine authorized activities are: 
• Implementing effective strategies to increase the likelihood of independent living and inclusion in communities and competitive integrated workplaces 
• Developing and improving strategies for individuals with intellectual disabilities and individuals with significant disabilities to live independently, participate in postsecondary education experiences, and obtain and retain competitive integrated employment 
• Providing instruction to vocational rehabilitation counselors, school transition personnel, and other persons supporting students with disabilities 
• Disseminating information about innovative, effective, and efficient approaches to achieve the goals of this section 
• Coordinating activities with transition services provided by local educational agencies under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (20 U.S.C. 1400 et seq.) 
• Applying evidence-based findings to improve policy, procedure, practice, and the preparation of personnel, in order to better achieve the goals of this section 
• Developing model transition demonstration projects 
• Establishing or supporting multistate or regional partnerships involving States, local educational agencies, designated State units, developmental disability agencies, private businesses, or other participants to achieve the goals of this section 
• Disseminating information and strategies to improve the transition to postsecondary activities of individuals who are members of traditionally unserved populations. 
SSB has created a Transition Core Group in an effort to better address the increasing needs of transition aged youth and students. This is an internal, multi-disciplinary group that focuses solely on the provision of pre-employment transition services. That team is comprised of the following staff complement: 
• Director 
• Deputy Director of Program Services 
• Workforce Development Unit Supervisor, who specializes in pre-employment transition   services 
• Pre-Employment Transition Services Coordinator, who is responsible for the statewide coordination of services provided under the BRIDGE to Success framework 
• Pre-Employment Transition Services Work Opportunities Navigator, who is responsible for the statewide coordination of work-based learning experiences and workplace readiness training 
• Pre-Employment Transition Services Rehabilitation Counselors, who have a caseload of only students with disabilities who are receiving pre-employment transition services 
• Pre-Employment Transition Services Assistive Technologist, who is responsible for the assistive technology assessments and recommendations for all students statewide 
• DeafBlind Rehabilitation Counselor, who provides consultation on pre-employment transition services for DeafBlind students 
• Greater Minnesota Rehabilitation Counselor and Vocational Rehabilitation Technician, who provide consultation on pre-employment transition services for students living in rural Minnesota 
To track and organize the plethora of activities the Transition Core Group has implemented or is involved in, a calendar of events and activities is maintained for the year. 
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. 
The third gap in services is for those students who have multiple challenges. Those students might not initially be referred to SSB since their primary disability might create more barriers than vision loss. Once they are connected with SSB, the programs might not fit their individual needs. Because our expertise is in the area of blindness rather than other disabilities, we need to seek partners who can augment the programs with supports for those students. 
In summary, there are three gaps that are related to transition-aged students. They are reaching more transition-aged students, dealing with the challenges of allocating and effectively spending 15% of federal dollars, and better serving students with multiple challenges. We know that Minnesota State Services for the Blind is already aware of these gaps and that they are working on addressing them. We continue to work to gain a better understanding of these efforts in the next year of this process. 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 44 transition-aged students primarily identified as DeafBlind identified in 2018.  29 in 2017, 26 in 2015, and 32 in 2013. The total number of transition-aged students who were identified as visually impaired or DeafBlind in 2019 was 194.  154 in 2017, in 2015 was 158, and in 2013 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. 

b. Identify the need to establish, develop, or improve community rehabilitation programs within the State; and
The availability of Community Rehabilitation Programs (CRPs) varies by service and location within the state. There are currently 44 total CRPs that SSB contracts with to provide to Adjustment To Blindness (ATB) and Job Related services. Three of those CRPs are facilities that offer comprehensive ATB training with an optional residential component.  
State Rule allows SSB to utilize the Master Contracts Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS) have developed with CRPs as well. This allows SSB more vendors to choose from which is especially needed in greater Minnesota where SSB and VRS has fewer contractors. ATB contractors in rural Minnesota are becoming more difficult to access for reasons such as; retirement, wintering out of state, limited hours/evenings and weekends only, injury, or quit due to terms of contract (removal of cancellation fees). 

With the greater emphasis being placed now on transition aged youth, the need for more transition programs has been identified. 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. Since October 2015, SSB has contracted with two Adjustment To Blindness training centers to provide transition programs to students meant to augment work done by school districts with activities on evenings and weekends. SSB has worked with a third CRP and in October of 2019, have begun offering their full/part time comprehensive Adjustment To Blindness training program modified with a transition curriculum. Transition programs are reviewed annually to ensure that they continue to meet the needs of the students and adjust accordingly.  
It would be beneficial to have more contractors who can communicate directly with customers in ASL and tactile ASL. SSB currently has a few contractors who can provide ATB training and job related services using American Sign Language (ASL) and a few who have ASL skills but still use an interpreter with customers. It is best though if a person can connect directly with the individual and not have to go through an interpreter as things can get lost in translation.
With the clarification and greater emphasis placed on Customized Employment (CE), SSB partnered with the Workforce Innovation Technical Assistance Center (WINTAC) to sponsor a CE training pilot for SSB staff and contracted vendors. SSB needed to have contractors trained and certified in CE. The pilot was conducted in conjunction with VRS and DHS and ran from January –June 2019. SSB sponsored 7 staff participants, 6 from contracted Community Rehabilitation Providers, and 4 from Education partners. It remains to be seen yet if our supply of certified CE providers will adequately meet our needs.  

c. Include an assessment of the needs of individuals with disabilities for transition career services and pre-employment transition services, and the extent to which such services are coordinated with transition services provided under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act .  

SSB currently serves 133 out of the identified 194 blind, visually impaired and DeafBlind students by the Minnesota Department of Education and continues to work towards reaching all identified students. 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. SSB’s Transition Coordinator sits on the Site Council for the Minnesota State Academy for the Blind as well as the advisory committee to teachers of the blind/visually impaired through DE. Additionally, the coordinator provides training and education to Minnesota Teachers of the Blind and Visually Impaired on SSB services and how those services can supplement students Individual Employment Program (IEP) goals. SSB has a close relationship with the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) Specialist for the Blind and Visually Impaired. The specialist is a member of the State Rehabilitation council for the Blind (SRC-B) and serves on its Transition Committee. 
SSB and MDE 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. SSB placement staff assist during the experience with career assessment, resume writing, and interviewing skills. 





(k) Annual Estimates 

Describe: 	 

(1) The number of individuals in the State who are eligible for services.

According to the 2017 U.S. Census Bureau’s three year American Community survey, Minnesota has an estimated 45,198 citizens between the ages of 18 and 64 years who have visual difficulties. Between the ages of 64 and 74 years there is another 15,816 citizens reporting visual difficulties. 

(2) The number of eligible individuals who will receive services under: 

(A) The VR Program;

Minnesota State Services for the Blind estimates approximately 900 individuals will receive case services under Title IV of WIOA in FFY20-22.

(B) The Supported Employment Program; and 

It is estimated 15 individuals will be served under the Supported Employment Program.

(C) Each priority category, if under an order of selection.

Minnesota State Services for the Blind implemented an order of selection October 1, 2015 and is not able to serve all eligible individuals.
It is estimated that in FFY20 the number of individuals served in Category 1 (Job Retention) will be 60, Category 2 will be 400, Category 3 will be 125, and those in Category 4 will be 100. 
It is estimated that in FFY21 the number of individuals served in Category 1 (Job Retention) will be 65, Category 2 will be 425, Category 3 will be 150, and those in Category 4 will be 125. 

(3)The number of individuals who are eligible for VR services, but are not receiving such services due to an order of selection; and 

There are currently 51 individuals on the waiting list. 28 individuals are in Category 3 (has 3 to 4 functional limitations), and 23 individuals are in Category 4 (has 0, 1, or 2 functional limitations).

(4)The cost of services for the number of individuals estimated to be eligible for services.  If under an order of selection, identify the cost of services for each priority category.

For FY2020 the average estimated costs for Category 1 (Job Retention) are $11,700, Category 2 are $5,500, Category 3 are $4,800 Category 4 are $5,250. 
For FY2021 the average estimated costs for Category 1 (Job Retention) are $11,600, Category 2 are $5,900, Category 3 are $5,000 Category 4 are $5,000.
Costs for case services provided under title I of the Act are estimated at $4,800,000 which includes a $1,360,000 Pre-ETS 15% set aside and $27,000 for supported employment case services. 



(l)  State Goals and Priorities  

The designated State unit must:

(1) Identify if the goals and priorities were jointly developed and agreed to by the State VR agency and the State Rehabilitation Council, if the State has a Council, and jointly agreed to any revisions.

This section outlines the strategies that will assist State Services for the Blind’s (SSB) vocational rehabilitation program to achieve the goals and priorities for the vocational rehabilitation program. The FY2020-2021 goals and priorities were jointly developed and were formally agreed to by SSB and the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind (SRC-B). 

(2) Identify the goals and priorities in carrying out the VR and Supported Employment programs.

FOCUS AREA: THE NEW AGE OF VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION
Priority: Competitive Integrated Employment
Strategies:
1. Evaluate the best methods of providing informed choice options when working with youth considering nonintegrated or subminimum wage employment.

2. Work towards implementation of the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Department of Human Services (DHS)-Disability Services Division (DSD) and the Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED)-VRS/SSB. 
(The MOU is meant to align systems so that common customers who receive home and community-based service (HCBS) disability waivers and vocational rehabilitation services (VRS) from DEED-VRS or SSB get seamless and timely supports to make informed choices and meet competitive integrated employment goals.)

3. Implement a model for coordinating employer services with DEED Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) partners, including : 
· Title I- Adult/Dislocated Worker; Youth
· Title III- Job Seeker Services
· Title IV- Vocational Rehabilitation Services
4. Implement ongoing training, tracking, and oversight of measurable skills gains and credential attainment in order to reach negotiated targets with the Rehabilitation Services Administration under new WIOA requirements. 
5. In coordination with the Advisory Task Force on State Employment and Retention of Employees with Disabilities, develop and implement methods for the hiring and retention of blind, visually impaired, and deafblind customers into state government including using Connect 700 and Supported Worker programs. 
Priority: Internal Controls and Quality Assurance
Strategies:
1. Enhance the case review process to allow for real time results that can be put in SharePoint and allow for trends and patterns that can shape training and accountability and policy process.
2. Create a data dashboard to allow for real-time reporting of performance and demographics.

Priority: Under-Represented Populations
Strategies:
1. Increase minority applicants for vocational rehabilitation services who otherwise would not have applied as a result of statewide outreach with the minority communities.
2. In coordination with partners and providers imbed exposure to work as part of ELL programming.
3. Research and develop avenues to bolster vendors to provide services to deafblind job seekers. 
Priority: Transition and Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS)
Strategies:
1. Identify and encourage innovative Pre-ETS approaches around financial, social, and language literacy.

2. Develop a longitudinal study on all youth (ages 24 and younger) case closures. Identify factors that contribute to successful or unsuccessful outcomes.  
Priority: Staff Training and Development 
Strategy:
1. Identify the resources to hire a designated trainer to provide a comprehensive and structured training curriculum for new employee onboarding and ongoing staff training. 

(3) Ensure that the goals and priorities are based on an analysis of the following areas:

Goals and priorities were based on the new WIOA requirements, especially Pre-ETS, the Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment (CSNA), and SSB’s participation in Minnesota’s Olmstead plan which promotes integrated living and working environments. 

(A) the most recent comprehensive statewide assessment, including any updates;

SSB has completely revamped the intake process so that applicants truly intend to achieve an employment outcome versus passive involvement. Once in the door, customers are engaged in a team model process designed to improve employment outcomes. With the implementation of WIOA as it relates to Pre-ETS, SSB is in a position to focus tremendous effort around Pre-ETS. Significant anecdotal evidence from disability offices in colleges and universities suggests that many students are not well equipped to handle the requirements of college as they begin that phase of their education. Providing training in alternative techniques will better prepare students for college and career. Comprehensive analysis was completed in the CSNA of the needs of blind persons who are members of minority groups. The numbers and diversity of these groups has changed significantly over the past twenty-five years. According to 2018 Population Estimates, U.S. Census Bureau, Minnesota has seen 29% growth in its population of color since 2010 – ninth highest among states. Members of these groups who are blind face additional challenges. 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. Research has shown us that Minnesota’s ELL centers/programs are very limited, under-funded, and in need to receive resources to learn, set-up, and provide accommodations, needs, and services to our growing blind, visually impaired and DeafBlind customers. Even with the best efforts, cultural differences can be a barrier to rehabilitation. There are compounded challenges faced by customers who in addition to blindness, are hard of hearing or deaf. Numerous gaps in services and areas of unmet needs were identified including available contractors, communication, and dealing with isolation experienced by DeafBlind customers. The ongoing employment disparity of people with disabilities is appalling. Part of SSB’s overall mission is to promote the increased placement of blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind individuals.

(B) the State’s performance under the performance accountability measures of section 116 of WIOA; and

The Program Year 2018 data is available for SSB’s common performance measures. The data includes employment retention in second quarter, median earnings in second quarter, and measurable skill gain. Data on the additional measures are not yet available.

Employment Retention 2nd Quarter		42.6%
Median Earnings				$4,316.37
Measurable Skill Gain Rate			31.6%

(C) other available information on the operation and effectiveness of the VR program, including any reports received from the State Rehabilitation Council and findings and recommendations from monitoring activities conducted under section 107.

The Office of the Legislative Auditor (OLA) conducted a review of SSB in the winter of 2018. This audit included new checklist elements as a result of WIOA. The only finding was regarding the timeframes used to pull financial information for the RSA-2 federal report. As a result, the DSA and DSU developed implementation procedures. RSA conducted a monitoring visit the summer of 2019; however, at the time of this Combined State Plan, the results have not been issued. 




(m) Order of Selection 

Describe: 

(1) Whether the designated State unit will implement and order of selection.  If so, describe:

(A) The order to be followed in selecting eligible individuals to be provided VR services.

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 1 (also known as AA): Individuals who require job retention services. Individuals assigned to Category 1 are also assigned an actual priority of services category (categories 2, 3, or 4), which they will defer to if no longer requiring job retention services. 
Category 2 (also known as 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 work tolerance; 
· 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 Ac. and meets the definition contained in "List of physical or mental disabilities. 
Category 3 (also known as 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 work tolerance; 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 4 (also known as 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. 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. 

(B) The justification for the order.

In FFY 2015, Minnesota State Services for the Blind (SSB), in consultation with the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind (SRC-B), determined it cannot serve all individuals who are determined eligible for services. Effective October 1, 2015, SSB closed categories 3 and 4. 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. 
The following information was taken into account when making that determination: 
· 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 fee 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 a (2) n order of selection, including any re-evaluation of the need; (3) Priority categories of the particular order of selection; (4) Criteria for determining individuals with the most severe disabilities; (5) Administration of the order of selection, and; (6) The decision to open or close priority categories. 
SSB continues to operate on an order of selection. Category 2 and 3 remain closed; however, during FFY20, there will be an extensive evaluation to determine if one or both categories can be opened indefinitely. 
SSB, in conjunction with the SRC-B, has implemented several strategies to reduce the need for order of selection. These strategies include:
· Increased supervisor oversight of authorizations and expenditures
· Time limited, monthly authorizations
· Monthly budget monitoring reports shared with all vocational rehabilitation staff
· 45 days to invoice requirement added to vendor contracts
· Adjusted staffing complement to ensure it matches the needs of the agency
· Strict policy adherence, including use of customer financial participation and fee schedules
· Increased monitoring of Ticket to Work recipients via a designated TTW specialist
As a result of those strategies, FFY19 resulted in increased program income and carry forward dollars. While SSB has increased dollars to serve individuals, frequent staff turnover has become a barrier to being able to remove the 52 individuals from the waiting list. SSB is working to address the personnel concerns so we can open up either one or both categories. 

(C) The service and outcome goals.

For FFY2020, SSB has the following estimates for individuals served, expenditures, estimated closures:
· Individuals in Category 1 (Job Retention): 60; Expenditures: $700,000; Closures: 30
· Individuals in Category 2: 400; Expenditures: $2,200,000; Closures: 40
· Individuals in Category 3: 125; Expenditures: $600,000; Closures: 15
· Individuals in Category 4: 100; Expenditures: $525,000: Closures: 10

For FFY2021, SSB has the following estimates for individuals served, expenditures, estimated closures:
· Individuals in Category 1 (Job Retention): 65; Expenditures: $750,000; Closures: 40
· Individuals in Category 2: 425; Expenditures: $2,500,000; Closures: 50
· Individuals in Category 3: 150; Expenditures: $750,000; Closures: 20
· Individuals in Category 4: 125; Expenditures: $625,000: Closures: 15

(D) The time within which these goals may be achieved for individuals in each priority category within the order; and 

It is expected that the goal of 95 successful closures from individuals in all priority categories will be met by the end of FFY20 and 100 for FFY21. 

(E)  How individuals with the most significant disabilities are selected for services before all other individuals with disabilities.

Each eligible individual will be assigned to one of the priority of services categories. Priority Category 2 services individuals with the most significant disabilities. 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. 

(2) If the designated State unit has elected to serve eligible individuals, regardless of any established order of selection,  who require specific services or equipment to maintain employment. 

Individuals who require job retention services may receive only those services required to maintain employment outside of the order of selection for services. 


(n) Goals and Plans for Distribution of title VI Funds. 

(1) Specify the State's goals and priorities for funds received under section 603 of the Rehabilitation Act for the provision of supported employment services.

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. In FFY2016 that number was 35, in FFY2017 it was 28, and in 2019 it was 14. The total Title VI Part B expenditures were $89,063.78 in FFY2013; $70.222 in FFY2014; $75,259 in FFY2015; $70,104 in FFY2016; $36,766 in FFY2017; $35,300 in FFY2018; and $2,726 in FFY2019.
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 FFY2020. 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 15 SSB customers to secure competitive employment with supports following the provision of supported employment services using Title VI Part B funds.

(2) Describe the activities to be conducted, with funds reserved pursuant to section 603(d), for youth with the most significant disabilities, including: 

(A) the provision of extended services for a period not to exceed 4 years; and  

SSB has allocated approximately $13,500 in funds for FFY2020 for youth with disabilities who require extended services. There are two supported employment youth populations within SSB:  those youth who were already determined by SSB or the Department of Education to be competitively employable in an integrated setting who will/may require extended services, and those youth where in the past, shelter workshops, enclaves, and other non-competitive, segregated settings would have been identified as possible options. For all youth who are already identified as supported employment candidates, a supported employment plan is required. The plan identifies the extended services required for that youth and who would be providing those extended services. Collaboration with extended service providers occurs, and a negotiation happens with who picks up the cost and when. With four years allowed for the VR agency to provide those extended services, this allows time for the families to get set up with waiver programs and natural supports. The extended services activities that are provided by SSB (and subsequently the extended service provider when it becomes available) under the supported employment plan include: 
• Customized employment, including job carving, employer negotiation 
• Social skills training 
• Job coaching 
• Development of natural supports on the job 
• Follow up services 
• Ongoing assistive technology assessment and evaluation 
• Ongoing adjustment to blindness training and other skills training 

SSB is collaborating with the Department of Education, Vocational Rehabilitation Services, and the Department of Human Services on the Youth Competitive Integrated Employment Interagency Group to better assist youth in gaining competitive integrated supported employment, when in the past they would have went into sheltered work situations. With WIOA and the Olmstead Plan, there will be an increase in the number of youth with severe disabilities who will require extended services. These youth in the past may have immediately entered into sub-minimum wage type settings after graduation. SSB believes that all individuals have the right to try competitive integrated work if that is what the individual chooses. 


(B) how the State will leverage other public and private funds to increase resources for extended services and expanded supported employment opportunities for youth with the most significant disabilities.  

As part of Minnesota’s Olmstead plan, SSB serves on an interagency panel that is committed to increasing competitive integrated employment outcomes for individuals with the most significant disabilities. As part of this work, the panel is looking into ways funding can be blended and braided to ensure that more people with disabilities can achieve the vocational life they want. Currently, the DHS is working with their federal partner about funding for employment. This work will benefit all individuals including youth with the most significant disabilities. Additionally, SSB is partnering with MDE to coordinate employment opportunities for students with disabilities. One strategy is co-sponsoring the Summer Transition Program to provide students work experiences, skill building in alternative techniques of blindness, independent living skills, assistive technology, braille, and mobility. 


(o) State's Strategies  

Describe the required strategies and how the agency will use these strategies to achieve its goals and priorities, support innovation and expansion activities, and overcome any barriers to accessing the VR and the Supported Employment programs (See sections 101(a)(15)(D) and (18)(B) of the Rehabilitation Act and section 427 of the General Education Provisions Act (GEPA)): 

(1) The methods to be used to expand and improve services to individuals with disabilities.

There are 5 specific areas that SSB is targeting to expand and improve services to individuals with disabilities. They are: 
Competitive Integrated Employment. Methods used will include:
· Evaluate the best methods of providing informed choice options when working with youth considering nonintegrated or subminimum wage employment.
· Work towards implementation of the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Department of Human Services (DHS)-Disability Services Division (DSD) and the Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED)-VRS/SSB. 
(The MOU is meant to align systems so that common customers who receive home and community-based service (HCBS) disability waivers and vocational rehabilitation services (VRS) from DEED-VRS or SSB get seamless and timely supports to make informed choices and meet competitive integrated employment goals.)
· Implement a model for coordinating employer services with DEED Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) partners, including : 
· Title I- Adult/Dislocated Worker; Youth
· Title III- Job Seeker Services
· Title IV- Vocational Rehabilitation Services
· Implement ongoing training, tracking, and oversight of measurable skills gains and credential attainment in order to reach negotiated targets with the Rehabilitation Services Administration under new WIOA requirements. 
· In coordination with the Advisory Task Force on State Employment and Retention of Employees with Disabilities, develop and implement methods for the hiring and retention of blind, visually impaired, and deafblind customers into state government including using Connect 700 and Supported Worker programs. 
Internal Controls and Quality Assurance. Methods used will include:
· Enhance the case review process to allow for real time results that can be put in SharePoint and allow for trends and patterns that can shape training and accountability and policy process.
· Create a data dashboard to allow for real-time reporting of performance and demographics.
Under-Represented Populations. Methods used will include:
· Increase minority applicants for vocational rehabilitation services who otherwise would not have applied as a result of statewide outreach with the minority communities.
· In coordination with partners and providers to imbed exposure to work as part of ELL programming.
· Research and develop avenues to bolster vendors to provide services to deafblind job seekers. 

Transition and Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS). Methods used will include: 
· Identify and encourage innovative Pre-ETS approaches around financial, social, and language literacy.
· Develop a longitudinal study on all youth (ages 24 and younger) case closures. Identify factors that contribute to successful or unsuccessful outcomes.  

Staff Training and Development 
· Identify the resources to hire a designated trainer to provide a comprehensive and structured training curriculum for new employee onboarding and ongoing staff training. 

(2) How a broad range of assistive technology services and devices will be provided to individuals with disabilities at each stage of the rehabilitation process and on a statewide basis.

SSB’s Assistive Technology (AT) Team is comprise of five assistive technologists who provide statewide services at each stage of the rehabilitation process. The general overview of the services they provide include: 
• Provide on and off-site assistive technology assessments and recommendations to SSB customers, rehabilitation counselors, employers and other interested parties 
• Provide technical expertise and follow-up assistance to employers so that effective and compatible applications technology and assistive technologies are utilized on the job
• Serve as resource to customers, counselors, employers, partners, and other interested parties in utilizing and adapting information systems and designing and developing assistive technology solutions for blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind individuals
• Participate in SSB’s Team Model process and follow customers throughout their services, providing customized assessment and recommendations for equipment purchase to the counselor to be written into their Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE)

The technologists at SSB provide a broad range of comprehensive assistive technology services and devices. This include: 
• A technologist dedicated to serving SSB customers that are transition students ages 14-21 and their families across Minnesota, engaging in the following: 
• Technology assessments for all transition age students 
• Participation on SSB’s Transition Committee 
• Technology demos of SSB’s resource room for universities and transition events 
• Work with vision teachers and schools on assistive technology to assist students 
• Collaboration with SSB’s Transition Coordinators 
• A technologist dedicated to serving as the Resource Center Coordinator with duties that include: 
• Scheduling workstations for training, demonstrations to the public, or regular use 
• Regular maintenance on all the Resource Center technology and also coordinate incoming speakers presenting on technology and assistive topics to SSB Staff, assistive technology trainers and customers 
• Work with vendors to provide demo and loaned technology to our SSB Resource Center, which is available for customers to borrow from SSB 
• Technologists who are dedicated to providing short-term AT training for SSB customers 
• Writing training tests for evaluating and certifying contracted AT trainers 
• Keeping current on newest AT software and hardware such as the EBot, LVI, Braille Edge, VarioUltra, Brailliant, etc. and latest computer operating systems and software such as Windows 10, Microsoft Office 2016, Apple software updates for Mac, iPhone and iPad, etc. 
• Keeping current on latest techniques for evaluating websites, etc. for accessibility 
• Completing job site assessments for customers 
• Beta test existing and new technology 
• Collaborate with Minnesota Management and Budget and VR in an effort to provide greater accessibility to our state employment application system for individuals with disabilities. 
• Provide statewide consultation services to ensure appropriate access to current state employees. 

(3) The outreach procedures that will be used to identify and serve individuals with disabilities who are minorities, including those with the most significant disabilities, as well as those who have been unserved or underserved by the VR program.

Increase minority applicants for vocational rehabilitation services who otherwise would not have applied as a result of statewide outreach with the minority communities. This procedure is one of SSB’s Objective and Key Results (OKR) around equity, which is part of One Minnesota, the strategic plan from MN Governor Walz and DEED. In coordination with partners and providers imbed exposure to work as part of ELL programming. Research and develop avenues to bolster vendors to provide services to deafblind job seekers. 

(4) The methods to be used to improve and expand VR services for students with disabilities, including the coordination of services designed to facilitate the transition of such students from school to postsecondary life (including the receipt of VR services, postsecondary education, employment, and pre-employment transition services).  

Upon the implementation of WIOA, SSB put into a play a Transition Core team that designed a plan to improve and expand VR services for students with disabilities. The program model for service delivery that SSB utilizes is called BRIDGE to Employment. It is designed to help students develop the skills and experiences they need to gain successful employment after high school. BRIDGE functions as the following acronym, which guides the services and programs we provide:  
B Basic Skills-these include skills outside of academics that are necessary for students who are blind, low vision, or DeafBlind. Specifically it includes knowledge of assistive technology, non-visual literacy, independent living, and orientation and mobility. 
R Role Models-student need adult mentors who are employed so that they can learn the skills and techniques needed to be successful. 
I Initiative developing-initiative includes problem-solving skills, confidence, and growth mindset. 
D Discovery-In addition to exploring careers, students need to explore items related to other life experiences. College visits and job shadowing are two examples of helping students discover what follows high school. 
G Goal setting-students work with teachers and others to develop goals with their IEP teams, and they also work with rehabilitation counselors to develop their IPE’s. 
E Experiences-students gain pre-employment experiences through volunteering or other paid work options. 
A BLUEPRINT 
SSB uses a blueprint for delivery of Pre-ETS. The blueprint outlines activities in each of the required and authorized areas. Updated annually, the blueprint is adapted to meet the needs of the students and changing regulations. 

FIND THE STUDENTS 
SSB has put considerable effort into finding and serving all blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind students. In fiscal year 2016, SSB served 104 students of 141 identified by the MDE master reporting count. In fiscal year 2017, SSB served 136 of 183 students identified by MDE and an additional 34 postsecondary students were provided Pre-ETS services for a total of 170. In fiscal year 2018, SSB served 190 out of 229 students from the MDE master report counts and in fiscal year 2019 we served 137 of 195 students listed on the MDE Unduplicated Child Count Report as Blind, Visually Impaired or DeafBlind. SSB has a data sharing agreement with MDE per our Memorandum of Understanding that allows us to get directory information so we can target students and their families. 

The Transition Coordinator reaches out to homeschool organizations, private and charter schools throughout the state in order to find the students we are not currently serving. SSB staff members also outreach by presenting at conferences which are attended by teachers, parents, and potentially eligible students. 

PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES 
SSB has several strategies around building opportunities for students to improve skills and gain experience/exposure to what is possible. We believe “you don’t know what you don’t know.” Prior to WIOA, SSB noted an alarming trend of students unprepared for life after high school. Students were having to stop post-secondary education to get the skills needed to successfully enter a career or schooling. SSB believed that high schools were providing more alternative techniques of blindness training (ATB) than they actually were. We saw this as an opportunity to provide ATB training for students outside of school. We developed a request for proposal for the purpose of developing programs that could provide year-round Pre-ETS. A Duluth and Metro provider were awarded contracts. SSB evaluated the first year end results with each provider and made adjustments for the second training year. Twenty students were involved in the inaugural program year and approximately the same number attend in the second year. 

Another strategy is developing and facilitating summer activities for students to improve all manner of skills. SSB co-sponsors a Summer Transition Program (STP) with the Minnesota Department of Education. In fiscal year 2017 and 2018 twelve students participated in this summer event. In fiscal year 2019 there were thirteen students. Students lived on a local college campus, learned about transportation, travel, independent living, careers, braille, and ended the two weeks with a summer job experience. STP will be continued in 2020. Other providers also offer summer programs lasting from one to eight weeks which focus on improving similar skills. SSB expects providers to include a work experience in their programming. 
To foster career exploration, SSB is coordinating a series of workshops called Career Connections based on the Minnesota Career Fields. These monthly workshops present labor market information and panels of adults with vision loss and employers. Students are able to talk individually with the adults in order to learn about skills and strategies needed to become successfully employed. 
The SSB Transition Team has created and implemented two experiences designed for high school students to learn how college is different from high school. “College 101” is a workshop for students in high school who are thinking about attending college or any other post-secondary education program. In this workshop, students hear from people who work in college disability offices and admissions offices to learn about college expectations. “College Shadow” is a pilot program which gives high school seniors a chance to shadow a student in college and learn firsthand about what to expect and how to handle college as a blind, visually impaired, or DeafBlind student. 
Students with a combined hearing and vision loss have specific transition needs. SSB has contracted with a vendor to provide specific training in advocacy and pro-tactile instruction to students who are DeafBlind. These workshops are coordinated with Minnesota State Academies. 
PROVIDE RESOURCES 
A transition assessment tool guides counselors and teams about each student’s skill level in activities of daily living and identifies skill training needed for moving on to post-secondary life. This transition assessment has been instrumental in the development of concrete plans and strategies that can be woven into the students IPE and IEP. This results in a genuinely coordinated effort between schools and VR. Counselors are working with IEP teams to encourage the use of postsecondary options for students to take entry level college classes while still in high school. This gives students an opportunity to try out their technology, braille, and self- advocacy skills prior to attending college full time. Each fall, counselors work with students and their teams to determine who is graduating and going on to college. After that list is developed, the Assistive Technology Specialist completes a technology assessment with each student and determines the resources they need for college. Equipment is ordered and training is provided so students are ready with the resources, skills, and strategies to handle a college experience. An O & M assessment is also completed to ensure that students receive needed travel training prior to attending college. Minnesota has a state academy for the blind. Our Transition Coordinator meets with them on a regular basis and provides training that links common life skills to work. The Transition Coordinator has also met with the Disability Service Offices at two local colleges that are often attended by SSB customers. Issues about student’s lack of note —taking skills were brought to our attention. We have partnered to develop strategies that can be used for improving pre-college training while students are still in high school. 

To provide an additional resource to parents of high school students, SSB has contracted with PACER, a parent advocacy group knowledgeable in the IEP and transition process. PACER advocates create materials, facilitate workshops for parents and students, and conduct surveys on parent satisfaction. 
Additional resources that facilitate the transition of students from high school to college or employment include a bi-monthly newsletter, weekly posts to the teachers of the blind email list, and Blind Abilities podcasts. SSB contracted with Blind Abilities to create a specific series called “Success Stories”. This series features tips and strategies directly from students themselves. 

(5) If applicable, plans for establishing, developing, or improving community rehabilitation programs within the State.
SSB and two community rehabilitation programs who provide center based Adjustment To Blindness Training have developed year round transition programs for youth with disabilities. A third center has recently developed curriculum geared for transition students for their full/part time ATB training program.  At the completion of the first year, review meetings were held to discuss changes needed and expansion of the programs to include more employment services. SSB is increasing its capacity to serve underserved areas of the state in technology training with our own assistive technology staff. The number of contractors providing Pre-ETS services has increased and is expected to continue increasing. SSB has also sponsored contractors in a pilot program to achieve certification in Customized Employment. 

(6) Strategies to improve the performance of the State with respect to the performance accountability measures under section 116 of WIOA.
SSB has identified several strategies to improve the performance of the State in respect to the six common performance measures:
Measurable Skill Gains and Credential Attainment: Through the quality assurance process, it was identified that we are underreporting measurable skill gains and credentials. The first step to improve the performance is to implement a staff training curriculum around both of these performance measures, so they understand the requirements around tracking and reporting. Another struggle is getting the supporting documentation from customers to validate the MSG and credential. At the end 2020, Title IV will be getting a new case management app for customers to use, which will allow for better communication and documentation submission. 
Employment Retention 2nd and 4th Quarter After Exit; Median Earnings 2nd Quarter After Exit: Data is just starting to come out around our employment retention measure. SSB will be analyzing the data to determine why individuals are leaving employment within one year of exit. SSB has been developing strategies around career pathways to help individuals get on a track where they can continue advancing in employment, either with or without vocational rehabilitation services. We have already implemented mandatory labor market information for all, so individuals are making informed decisions on the employment goal they are pursuing. The State of Minnesota is working on getting a signed Statewide Interagency Agreement (SWIS) to get employment data across state lines. SSB is also serving on a taskforce that is addressing the issue around the retention of individuals with disabilities who work in state government. 
Effectiveness in Serving Employers: We have developed several strategies in coordination with Title I, II, and III to continue increasing our employer penetration numbers. Strategies include common implementation procedures around tracking and reporting, a newly formed workgroup that is developing recommendation better align and improve employment services to business, and finding a common reporting tool for all Title programs to submit employer information. 


(7) Strategies for assisting other components of the statewide workforce development system in assisting individuals with disabilities.
SSB provides outreach to the Workforce development system by meeting with the director to make the Workforce Centers ready for blind, visually impaired, and DeafBlind individuals. SSB assists with ensuring that the computer systems are accessible with up to date software and staff are trained to not automatically refer individuals to SSB. SSB was part of the taskforce for Minnesota Works which is the state’s new job bank. A thorough review of the product was completed by SSB along with a sit down with the product developers to discuss accessibility issues. 

(8) How the agency's strategies will be used to:

(A) achieve goals and priorities by the State, consistent with the comprehensive needs assessment;
SSB will use the agency’s strategies to achieve the goals and priorities which are based on WIOA requirements, especially Pre-ETS, the Comprehensive Needs Assessment (CSNA), and SSB’s participation in Minnesota’s Olmstead plan which promotes integrated living and working environments. The agency’s strategies to achieve the goals and priorities are discussed in detail in Section L State Goals and Priorities. 

(B) support innovation and expansion activities; and
SSB and the SRCB cannot do the all the work ourselves. The strategies and priorities outlined include many partnerships and the development of new programs and new vendors. Year-round transition programs, skill training for vendors working with our DeafBlind population, and the creation of many summer programs are examples of our commitment to innovation and expansion activities. SSB’s work on the Olmstead interagency team further promotes innovative and effective ideas for bringing competitive integrated employment to all Minnesotans with disabilities. 

(C) overcome identified barriers relating to equitable access to and participation of individuals with disabilities in the State VR Services Program and the State Supported Employment Services Program.
SSB uses an intake process that has been designed to provide accurate and consistent information about all of SSB’s services and better equip customers with the ability to understand information about services so they can make informed decisions. The intent is to promote an increased focus on the customer’s needs and to better engage customers with the VR process from the start of services. There is one point of contact beginning at referral, to group orientation, and through individualized one on one intakes. This point of contact is also engaged in our minority outreach committee and so understands how to better engage and serve a dynamic customer population. This new process is streamlined and systematized but accommodates the unique needs of our customers resulting in better access to information and participation in the VR program. 




(p) Evaluation and Reports of Progress: VR and Supported Employment Goals 

Describe: 

(1) An evaluation of the extent to which the VR program goals described in the approved VR services portion of the Unified or Combined  State Plan for the most recently completed program year were achieved.  The evaluation must: 

(A) Identify the strategies that contributed to the achievement of the goals.

The Goals, Priorities, and Strategies for FFY 2019 include three main goals: increasing successful employment, increasing SSB’s outreach, and increasing diversity. 
The priorities for the first goal are increasing employment outcomes, increasing the awareness of potential SSB applicants, improving the opportunity for individuals who are Non-English speakers to make an informed choice, and ensure that Non-English speaking participants can effectively engage in and achieve their goals. 
To increase competitive integrated employment outcomes by 3% from the previous year, SSB took the following strategies: 
1. Annual review of customer base with counselors and develop targeted plans for those in “ready for employment” status. 
2. Active participation in the Assistive Technology interagency workgroup as part of the Olmstead Planning. Serve as the Olmstead lead for employment and assistive technology strategies that will make the State of Minnesota a model employer for persons with disabilities.  
3. Actively promote the Connect 700 and Supported Worker programs to SSB customers to help increase employment of people with disabilities in state government.
4. The SSB Employment Team will meet regularly to review those individuals in ready for employment, in employment and in employment status for over 90 days and will work with counselor to ensure steady case progression.

Results Summary. Through the team model, counselors, their supervisor, and their support team meet on a monthly or bimonthly schedule to review all customers on the caseload. Special attention is given when discussing those individuals in the ready for employment status. The WDU employment team was assigned a special project where they evaluated all customers who were ready for employment, in employment less than 90 days, and in employment over 90 days. They assisted counselors with getting those customers moving through the process and into a successful employment outcome.   SSB customers seeking state employment are encouraged to participate in the Connect 700 and Supported Worker programs.  SSB had 13 known customers who utilized the Connect 700 process during PY2019.
The Assistive Technology interagency workgroup completed its work by developing a statewide agency resource directory that includes training entities, resources for technology and equipment, and programs that provide support for individuals who are unable to afford assistive technology.

For potential SSB applicants to have an increased awareness of the vocational rehabilitation process including their responsibilities and intents to achieve an employment outcome SSB utilized the following strategies: 
1. Continue using the new intake process, collect data and review in six months.
2. Complete a full analysis of closures by October 31, 2018 to determine the impact on unsuccessful closures using the analysis from 2017 which was too preliminary to draw any substantive conclusions.
3. Determine the viability of hiring a part time staff who is an East African language speaker to liaison and lead further community engagements with New Americans.
4. After reviewing the analysis, implement strategies as needed.
Results Summary. We have learned that by having potential applicants attend our intake process, at least one third make the informed choice to not make application.  
We believe it is still too early to determine the impact on unsuccessful closure as most customers who enter in to services can spend up to several years in the program, and dropping out can happen at any point.  We do see, however, that because individuals are making informed decisions at the front end, we have fewer customers who are dropping out sooner.  
We have determined that it is not viable to hire a part time staff who is an East African language speaker.  One reason is the cost, the second is that the staff who conducts our intakes is actively engaged in African culture and the State Rehabilitation Council – Blind’s Minority committee which focuses on outreach.  That staff meets with non-English speaking customers individually with interpreters to ensure that focused communication occurs and that the purpose of the vocational rehabilitation program is fully explained and understood. 

To improve the opportunity for individuals who are Non-English Language speakers to make an informed choice about whether there are SSB services that meet their blind, low vision, or DeafBlind rehabilitation needs, SSB has used the following strategies: 
1. Determine the extent that language is a barrier during the SSB orientation and intake process for Non-English Language speakers in their fully understanding the concepts, requirements, and expectations of participating in the Vocational Rehabilitation or Independent Living programs and how to address that barrier.
· Engage with the DEED New American’s Project for technical assistance
· Review other states VR programs for best practices
· Survey language interpreter vendors and ethnic community resources for ways to ensure that communication with shared meaning is achieved. 
· Engage with community leaders from New American-focused organizations for input and guidance.
· Determine the viability of hiring a part time staff who is an East African language speaker to liaison and lead further community engagements with New Americans. 
· Based on the findings, develop and implement strategies to ensure Non-English Language speakers are provided with information that is complete, accurate, and understandable.

Results Summary. Based on the intake strategies in the preceding Priority, this priority was not utilized. We have determined that it is not viable to hire a part time staff who is an East African language speaker.  One reason is the cost, the second is that the staff who conducts our intakes is actively engaged in African culture and the State Rehabilitation Council – Blind’s Minority committee which focuses on outreach.

To ensure that Non-English Language participants can effectively engage in and achieve their goals in either VR or IL program services, SSB has used the following strategies:
1. Research existing resources, entities, and programs, locally and nationally, for ideas on effective engagement with non-English Language participants.
2. Research methods for effective teaching and training to Non-English Language participants
3. Develop a model for effective engagement, teaching, and training Non-English Language participants.
4. Implement a pilot of the model and assess its effectiveness.
Results Summary. A meeting was held with the manager and a staff of the Minnesota Adult Basic Education Disability Specialists Physical and Nonapparent Disability Assistance (PANDA) group to discuss the feasibility of this priority as it applies to blind New Americans who do not read, write, or speak English.  The thinking was that PANDA would be able to play a role in helping to establish a connection between available public Non-English Language programs and our customers.  What became apparent is that the intent of PANDA is to support the reasonable accommodations of students in the classroom through Braille or technological access, for example.  It does not have the capacity to address blind students who cannot speak English at some basic level and who do not have some method for accessing symbols or interpreting information as result of their vision loss.  It is a very difficult situation.  We conclude that the training developed by one of our CRP’s to give Non-English Language learners the fundamental spoken and written (Braille) skills to prepare them for the Adult Basic Education environment is currently a best model for meeting this priority.

To increase the number of transition students receiving Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) from SSB to 80% of students identified by the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) as blind, visually impaired or DeafBlind (Currently serving 130 of 193 students listed on the MDE Unduplicated Child Count Report as Blind, Visually Impaired or DeafBlind.) SSB took the following strategies:
1. Identify and communicate with all transition aged students who are blind, visually impaired or DeafBlind who are not currently engaged with SSB so they are informed of services.
2. Regular communication with teachers for Blind and Visually Impaired (BVI) students through the BVI listserv and targeted mailings about SSB opportunities for students so they can share this with families and encourage them to apply for services.
3. Utilize the data sharing agreement with MDE to obtain names and addresses of blind, visually impaired or DeafBlind students and target mailings specific to Pre-ETS and services SSB can provide.
Results Summary. In PY 2019 of 193 students that were identified by the MDE, 130 were served, meaning we did not reach our goal for students receiving services, in spite of utilizing the strategies.  In part this may be due also to a clarification of our agreement with MDE in that MDE cannot provide us with names and addresses of students; they can only provide the number of students in a particular district.  This means that we can only send a request to those districts to share information about SSB with the students and families, making us dependent upon school officials as to whether that actually happens or not.  We will see if this effects the numbers for PY2020.

All Pre-ETS students will have required Pre-ETS activities identified. Strategies Include:

1. All potentially eligible students will have required activities identified on the Workforce One activity page.
2. All eligible students will have required activities identified on the IPE.
3. Promote and continually improve the year-round transition programs provided by Community Rehabilitation Providers.
4. Promote the pre-employment transition services and activities to students and families by increasing the distribution of promotional materials.
5. Annually review, update, and implement the SSB Pre-ETS Blueprint.
Results Summary. These strategies were all met. The two contracted year-round transition programs provided by Community Rehabilitation Providers continue to annually evaluate and improve upon their programs. One program added a stronger employment component after their evaluation.  The programs are promoted in SSB’s monthly newsletter “The Spectacle” as well as directly to students, families, schools, and teachers B/VI and DeafBlind.  

To ensure during their senior year, 100% of transition aged students planning to attend college will complete technology and travel assessments and receive requisite equipment and training prior to graduation, the following strategies were used: 
1. Each fall counselors identify students that are graduating.
2. Technology specialists complete a comprehensive assessment and procure required equipment.
3. Counselors and Assistive Technology Specialists will work with the students Individualized Education Plan team to discuss these strategies and the assessment results so a coordinated plan can be implemented.
4. Training is provided to students to build necessary skills for entering college.
Results Summary. These strategies were met and have become standard operating practice. SSB provides the College 101 workshop for students in high school who are thinking about attending college or any other post-secondary education program. In 2018, the workshop was offered in greater Minnesota. Training opportunities were also provided through the Summer Transition Program in 2018 and 2019. A panel on post-secondary readiness specifically is meant to prepare students for entering college. In PY2019, 12 students participated in these activities. 

To provide services and training to customers and vendors to improve the employment outcomes for DeafBlind (DB) individuals, the following strategies were used: 
•Focus on improving skills of vendors (state contractors) who are able to “directly” serve DB individuals.
•Work with HKNC and/or other professionals to train current and potential ATB trainers on specific techniques for DB individuals. ATB training areas of specific interest include technology and tasks of daily living, especially to include ProTactile techniques.
•Provide training to interpreters who frequently work with ATB vendors in Minnesota to improve on specific communication techniques, ex. ProTactile techniques and boundaries for DB individuals.
•Identify strategies to improve current transition services to address the specific needs of DeafBlind youth.
•Develop DB Foundational Skills document. 
•improve communication between DB Committee and SSB Transition Coordinator
•Include DB youth in the content of messages about Transition services such as video, brochure, etc. 
•Increase awareness of the DeafBlind community by collaborating with the DeafBlind consortium of agencies and participating in community events such as conferences/awareness day, panels, policy projects, presentations, etc.
Results Summary. SSB has met these strategies with the exception of a Foundational Skills document.  We have also hired an employment specialist to work specifically with DeafBlind job seekers.  This staff is proficient in signing and is engaged with the local DeafBlind community and brings knowledge and resources to our program that we expect to greatly benefit these customers.   

To participate in 10 touchpoint activities throughout the year in order to increase existing ongoing outreach efforts within the five top minority communities in Minnesota so they are aware of and have access to information about SSB, the following strategies were used: 
1. Strengthen the connection with the Red Lake and White Earth VR Services Projects for American Indians with Disabilities.
2. Each member of the SRCB’s minority outreach committee will make contact with at least two organizations in a minority community and report back to the committee to be shared with the SRC-B.
3. Focus outreach efforts to locate more resources in the Somali community and the minority communities outside of the metropolitan area.  
Results Summary. A staff serves as SSB’s liaison with White Earth and Red Lake. This year she connected by phone to the VR directors in both communities. The committee and SSB staff members staffed resource tables at the Red Lake Senior Fair, and the Native Health Fair in Minneapolis which included members of the Red Lake and White Earth tribes living in the Twin Cities.

To connect with community organizations, SRC-B minority outreach committee members made contact with organizations in person.  They also developed a list of organizations and each committee member was responsible to call selected organizations on that list. Committee members also did cold calling organizations and while the committee didn’t complete all of its calls, each member had two contacts in the course of the year.
This year SSB participated for the first time at a Somali health Fair in Dakota County and had a resource table at Ka-Joog, a large Somali Independence Day Festival in Minneapolis.
 
SSB will actively promote a culture that celebrates inclusion and diversity with the following strategies:
1. All SSB job postings have a preferred qualification of fluency in a second language.
2. SSB will participate in the Connect 700 Hour program for the State of Minnesota.
3. Work with the Minority Outreach Committee to develop an email distribution list of minority communities and communicate job openings to them.
4. All postings are sent to consumer and professional groups for broad dissemination.
5. Expand the Pre-ETS student worker program and develop opportunities in greater Minnesota.
Results Summary. These strategies have all been met.  All SSB job postings now have a preferred qualification of fluency in a second language and SSB participates in the Connect 700 Hour Program. The Pre-ETS student worker program was expanded to include a student worker who worked with a BEP vendor in Greater Minnesota during the summer to learn about the vending business.  

To determine if the number of SSB employees of diversity leaving SSB is disproportionate to the number of employees of non-diversity leaving the agency, the following strategies will be utilized:
1. Establish a baseline from data starting in 2016.
2. Collect and analyze data annually to calculate the numbers and review the reasons for SSB staff exiting the agency.
Results Summary. Exit interviews with staff exiting the agency have not been conducted until recently. Staff turnover has been high and this area did not get the attention it needs and will continue to be an area of focus.   

(B) Describe the factors that impeded the achievement of the goals and priorities.

SSB was not able to meet the priority of increasing competitive integrated employment outcomes by 3% from the previous year. All four of the strategies were met. As we started PY18, our placement goal was 106. We finished the year with 89 successful closures. 
SSB has not met the priority to ensure that Non-English Language participants can effectively engage in and achieve their goals in either VR or IL program services. SSB has researched existing resources, entities, and programs locally who can provide effective engagement with non-English Language participants. Our research has found that there are not enough ELL programs available to meet the specialized needs of our customers.  Therefore, the training developed by one of our CRP’s to give Non-English Language learners the fundamental spoken and written (Braille) skills to prepare them for the Adult Basic Education environment is currently a best model.
SSB has not met the priority to increase the number of transition students receiving Pre-ETS from SSB to 80% of students as identified by the Minnesota Department of Education as blind, visually impaired, or DeafBlind. Although we have not met this priority, we have accomplished all three strategies. In PY18, SSB served 130 of 190 students identified by MDE. The following factors prohibit us from reaching our goal of 80%: 
•The data sharing agreement with MDE does not provide us with direct access to student contact information. Instead it provide us directory access requiring us to contact every school district so that we may target students, parents, and teachers.     
• We believe some students may be aware of our program but are not interested in receiving services at this time. 
• SSB does not have the capacity to assign a counselor available to each school district. There are 553 school districts that potentially have students who could receive Pre-ETS, while SSB only has 16 counselors throughout the state. 
• We believe some students have significant disabilities and their goals after graduation may be for independent living versus employment. A large part of our continued outreach efforts is due in part to the monthly newsletter “The Spectacle,” which is created by SSB’s transition coordinator. Approximately 75 families receive the newsletter, in addition to over a dozen agencies and organizations. 
With the required 15% set aside for Pre-ETS, SSB has been on Order of Selection since October 1, 2015 and this has certainly impeded the achievement of the goals and priorities. Currently only category A and Job Retention are open and it’s a challenge to be able to spend the Pre-ETS dollars appropriately.  
Another factor that impeded the achievement of the goals and priorities was staff turnover. SSB has experienced a high turnover rate during PY18 with 6 VR Counselors and 2 VR Technicians leaving the agency. The hiring and onboarding of new staff requires a lot of time and training putting stress on remaining staff as they work to cover vacant positions.  SSB continues to trend towards a high turnover rate in PY19. 

(2) An evaluation of the extent to which the Supported Employment program goals described in the Supported Employment Supplement for the most recent program year were achieved.  The evaluation must: 

(A) Identify the strategies that contributed to the achievement of the 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.

(B) Describe the factors that impeded the achievement of the goals and priorities.

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)  The VR program’s performance on the performance accountability indicators under section 116 of WIOA. 

The Program Year 2018 data is available for SSB’s common performance measures. The data includes employment retention in second quarter, median earnings in second quarter, and measurable skill gain. Data on the additional measures are not yet available.

Employment Retention 2nd Quarter		42.6%
Median Earnings				$4,316.37
Measurable Skill Gain Rate			31.6%


(4)  How the funds reserved for innovation and expansion (I&E) activities were utilized. 

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 expenditures for PY2019 were projected at $35,730 and the actual expenditures were $22,224.00. 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 PY 2020-21. 



(q) Quality, Scope, and Extent of Supported Employment Services   

Include the following: 

(1) The quality, scope, and extent of supported employment services to be provided to individuals with the most significant disabilities, including youth with the most significant disabilities.  

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. 

(2) The timing of transition to extended services. 

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. 

