Report to the Department of Rehabilitation Services 

Commission Board, August 10, 2015

Respectfully submitted by:  

Doug C. Boone, Visual Services Division Administrator
Expanding Opportunities for Clients – Up Date:

Visual Services Division has been working on the development of a collaborative agreement with Langston University, Tulsa campus, to be able to refer those clients who could benefit from basic computer training, including Windows and Microsoft Office Suite. Training will be based on two different tracks, one for employment and one for educational.   We are now in the contract development stage and hope to have all necessary work complete to allow us to begin using the resources within Langston to assist our customers in the near future.  
Staff Attendance at the National Conventions of the American Council of the Blind and the National Federation of the Blind:  
Once again this year we invited VS staff to attend either the convention of the American Council of the Blind (ACB) or the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) to meet with consumers and learn concerns with in the blindness/visually impaired community and priorities for legislation, to name only a few aspects of attendance.  With each attendance, it is our hope that VS staff will see the real people behind the case number and name, raising both expectations for our clients to succeed and a personalization of the work we do.  This year we had a combined attendance of 24 staff.  Staff were asked to attend the end of week banquet of the respective organization to hear the keynote speakers and presidential addresses.  It should be noted that the two organizations each provide scholarships to persons who are blind.  This year the ACB awarded 17 scholarships with a total value of $14,600.  The NFB awarded 30 scholarships valued at over $124,000, with each winner also receiving approximately $2,500 in accessible technology.  V.S. staff were present to hear the variety of academic degrees being pursued by the winners, which should help our staff to have expanded expectations for our consumers to succeed, in their chosen profession.  
Oklahoma Association of People Supporting Employment First (OK-APSE) AWARDS
In May I was able to attend the 26th annual awards recognizing both supported employment employees and their employers.  Great diversity existed in the jobs being done by persons with significant disabilities, but in each case quality work and commitment was accomplished by these individuals, with the help of supported employment.  While every employer should be congratulated for thinking outside the box to find great employees, two employers stood out to me.  One was a farmer who became certified to hire persons for supported employment and the great success experienced by the individual in assisting in a variety of farm related work.  The other, was one of the Business Enterprise Program Licensed Managers who is giving back by hiring other persons with disabilities, to work in this restaurant.  The commitment of these two employers was exceptional.    
New Staff Visits to State Office:

In keeping with our past practice of having new staff travel to Oklahoma City to meet with me and other staff within state office, prior to a visit and tour of the Oklahoma Library for the Blind and Handicapped, it was my pleasure to meet and get to know two VS staff.  One person is our new Deaf-Blind Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor, with the other person providing tech support.  I believe the visits to state office have been helpful to our new staff and I certainly appreciate having the opportunity to discuss with them the priorities of our Division.  

Oklahoma Tribal VR Meeting:

Along with a number of VS and VR staff, I had the pleasure to attend a meeting of the Oklahoma Tribal VR.  It was a chance to meet new persons and expand upon relationships formed during my prior attendance at CANAR (Consortia of Administrators for Native American Rehabilitation).  It is exciting to see the cooperation and level of commitment present at these meetings of tribal VR and to know the difference which is being made in the lives of disabled and blind Native Americans.  Of course, attendance also affords opportunities for DRS to collaborate on service delivery.  
Transition Independence Program (TIP)
Fourteen students, age 16 – 21, took part in and graduated from our first skills focused Transition training for youth who are blind and visually impaired.  The training took place from June 15 -26, on the campus of the University of Central Oklahoma, in Edmond.  In addition to my report comments which follow, I have included for your review a Hyper link to an article in the July 14, 2015 edition of DRS Breaking Barriers, including photos of student participants.  http://www.okdrs.org/drupal/breaking/2015-07-14
Placement of blind or visually impaired clients with employers is always a challenge because of employer misconceptions regarding the abilities of blind and VI persons.  At the current time, an estimate of persons who are blind and VI employed by all of Oklahoma State Government is just 52 persons, 37 of whom are employed by DRS.  The V.S. Division is working to improve our State’s involvement in hiring great employees, who happen to be blind and visually impaired.  

Because of societal misconceptions (including those of many blind and VI persons) about blindness/VI; there exists a low expectation regarding the potential of persons to succeed in a broad range of vocations.  These low expectations make an employment experience for our blind/VI transition age youth even more important than it is for their sighted peers.  Employment experiences help to build resumes; but more importantly they provide transferable skills and confidence to pursue future careers valued by the individuals.  In reviewing previous years of low participation by VS transition students in summer employment after coming to DRS in 2014, VS staff and I decided to empower students to be prepared for the world of work through a program which expanded their skills and confidence as persons who are blind/VI..   

To help develop the skills necessary to be competent and competitive in our blind and VI youth, the V.S. Division embarked this summer on the Transition Independence Program (TIP).  Without these specialized skills, there is not confidence or the ability of the youth to compete in the employment arena.  The program was truly a team effort:  we had 15 staff who participated in providing the program along with 4 volunteers.  Additionally, 7 persons from the National Federation of the Blind of OK (NFB of OK) and the Oklahoma Council of the Blind (OCB), who are either now employed or have worked in the past, presented information on their employment/careers as a way to challenge the students to expand their thinking about vocational opportunities. 

TIP was not a “camp” for the 14 students who participated in the 2 week experience.  While there were opportunities for some fun, it was designed to encourage the development of skills of blindness needed for blind and v.i. students to be successful.  A significant emphasis was placed on:  expanding competencies when using a cane, enhancing Braille reading skills, expanding /introducing new assistive technology through instruction on the use of an iPod touch which was loaded with the KNFB Reader App.  The KNFB Reader allows a person who is blind to take a picture of a printed page (or side of a box) and immediately have the text available via speech.  Print materials projected on a classroom wall, up to 25 feet away, can also be read with this App.  Both consumer organizations generously contributed 7, $100  iTunes cards to allow for the purchase and downloading of the KNFB App for each transition student.  Their assistance allowed us to download and install the app on the first day of TIP and to provide subsequent instruction as needed.  

The skills provided during the 2 week program included:  Orientation & Mobility (O&M), Braille instruction, soft/social skills needed for employment, food preparation (consistent with what occurs in a dormitory setting), assistive technology and community interaction, to list only a few.  In addition to the formal O&M instruction, students also traveled several blocks morning and night to take meals in the cafeteria.   Instruction on the use of the washer and dryer, located in the dorm, took place after providing markings on the machines.  

Money management was also a part of TIP.  Each student received $100 for incidental needs, which they had to budget for the various events scheduled in the program.  The monies allowed for community interaction while affording the students the opportunity to apply their newly enhanced skills in a broader setting.  Activities included:  an evening trip to the ice cream store, entrance fees for a descriptive video experience at a movie theatre (including purchasing soda, popcorn & etc.), and attending a Dodgers baseball game in Bricktown.  We were also able to secure access to the UCO campus climbing wall, where the students had a chance to try climbing:  another good confidence builder.  

The week concluded with a picnic in Hafer park, in Edmond.   The venue provided us with 2 stationary grills to show the students non-visual approaches to cooking hot dogs and hamburgers.   The students laid in the charcoal and the two who volunteered to light the grills were shown how to apply lighter fluid and start the fires.  One of the two students had never lit a match.  She successfully started the grill while wearing a blindfold.    Several of the students expressed apprehension and fear about cooking or being near a lit grill.  However, these feelings became manageable after they learned to approach the grill and line up to it while under the blindfold.  In the end they became comfortable, and each person successfully cooked their hamburger until done, but not burnt, without vision!

The students who grilled hot dogs were given the option to do so with or without using their vision.  A number of them were successful cooking the hot dogs under a blindfold.  The picnic menu included dessert, with each person cooking their own S’mores.   

The program was intended to increase students’ skills of blindness, while enhancing their social/soft skills and confidence; all of which will prepare these young people for successful employment.  The growth of most of the students in these skill areas was impressive and exceeded our expectations.  
Since conclusion of the TIP, participating staff have meet to assess what we should keep for future programs and what should be changed.  A significant number of great suggestions came out of the debriefing with staff.  Student participants also provided input, which has received strong consideration for the design of future programs of this type.  
Our discussions have also revealed barriers which our Transition counselors are encountering making contacts with students in their respective schools.  The MOU with the OK Department of Education will be reviewed to determine if changes can be made to better acquaint the schools with the services we can offer to students and how the services can impact their futures.  
We are also exploring having a similar program for our deaf – blind youth.  While many of the skills will be the same, the manner in which instruction will take place will be changed to allow for the different needs of this population and there needs for independence.  
Transition Age Work - Involvement Breakout, VS Division
Requested by:  Commissioner Jack Tucker
According to Mr. Rod Van Stavern, during FFY 2014 and thus far in FFY 2015 (from October 1, 2013 to the present), VS reports the successful closure of 444 clients, 68 of whom were younger than 25 at the time of closure; for a rate of 15% of the VS Division’s overall successful employment closures.  Of the 68 transition-aged closures, 24 persons received employment services from the VS Division.  

VS also had 16 transition age students, who are current clients, take part in Student Work Study programs in either schools or the community during the 2014-15 school year.  The jobs completed include:  teacher’s aide, maintenance/laborer, janitor/other, lab assistant, computer tech/repair, tutor, tour guide/assistant, tutor, teacher aide, Special Ed assistant, bus barn worker, supply cart, band room assistant, veterinarian assistant, custodian and student teacher assistant.  

Placement of blind or visually impaired clients with employers is always a challenge because of employer misconceptions regarding the abilities of blind and VI persons.  At the current time, an estimate of persons who are blind and VI employed by all of Oklahoma State Government is just 52 persons, 37 of whom are employed by DRS.  V.S. Division is working to improve our States efforts in this area.  
