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Scope of Analysis
The New York State Commission for the Blind (NYSCB) provides vocational and rehabilitation services to about 4,000 consumers with blindness and visual impairment through their seven district offices throughout NYS. Cornell University’s Employment and Disability Institute, at the request of the NYSCB, conducted a needs assessment through: (a) the analysis of NYSCB Consumer Information System (CIS) administrative data to identify needs for improvement in services and supports, program practices, and policies; and (b) primary data collection survey of NYSCB staff to understand their needs in improvement of programs and policies facilitating attainment of employment goals for their consumers. This initial report summarizes findings from these activities.
Secondary Data Analysis of Consumer Information System
The primary purpose of analyzing NYSCB’s Consumer Information System is to identify factors related to successful case closures and employment outcomes for NYSCB clients. Specifically this analysis explored the following research questions:
a. What are the demographic and services-related factors that predict successful employment outcomes for NYSCB consumers? How do these vary by NYSCB district offices? How do local labor market conditions (e.g., county-level employment rate for people with disabilities) impact employment outcomes for NYSCB consumers?
b. How do these differ between transition-age youth and adult population?
c. How do these factors impact successful outcomes for NYSCB consumers who receive public benefits compared with their non-beneficiary peers?  
Analytical Data Set:
	NYSCB consumers in the age group of 14 – 65 years, whose cases were opened in the years 2009 – 2012, were included into the analytical data set. Cases opened prior to 2009 were not included in the analysis. Closed cases without closure dates were deleted from the analytical sample. The final analytical data consisted of 4,445 records, with 1,846 closed and 2,599 open cases. Percentage of successful closed cases peaks in 2010 to 67% with a steady decline to 60% in 2012.     
Results:
Overall, about 46% of the consumers were Caucasians, with 30% blacks and 17% Hispanics. Most cases included individuals in the prime-age (i.e., ages 25 – 54 years)[footnoteRef:1]. Nearly one fourth of all clients worked at the time of their application. About half did not have any secondary impairment, whereas 25% had physical impairment as a secondary condition, followed by mental health, and intellectual disabilities (10% and 8.5% respectively). Fifty five percent used sighted guide as primary mode of travel, nearly a third used cane and a minor proportions used service dogs, wheelchairs or assistive devices. The top five commonly received services included – Assessment services, Assistive devices, Vision rehabilitation, Orientation & mobility, and social work/counseling.  [1:  According to 2011 American Community Survey Data – 41% of visually impaired people in NYS were Caucasians, 17% blacks and 22% Hispanics. In comparison with this distribution, the racial/ethnic distribution of NYSCB clients indicate that more proportions of minorities are being served by the system compared to the actual prevalence.] 

In order to study the impact of demographic variables and services received, a multivariate regression model was constructed. It was observed that NYSCB consumers who had mental health impairments as secondary conditions were 7% less likely to be successfully closed compared to their peers without any secondary conditions. Prime-age and pre-retirees were advantaged with higher likelihood of successful case closures compared to transition-age youth. Individuals on public benefits were 3% less likely to be successfully closed compared to their counterparts. Working at application contributed to 34% higher probability of case closures and living in a private residence contributed to 20% higher probability of successful case closure. Men were 6% less likely to be successfully closed compared to women consumers. Non-Hispanic Blacks and Hispanic consumers were significantly less likely to be successfully closed compared to Caucasian consumers (12% and 8% respectively less likely to be successfully closed).
Individuals who received high-tech devices were 19% more likely to be successfully closed; those who received computer training were 8% more likely; those who received job-related services were 18% more likely; those who received job placement were 47% more likely and those who received orientation and mobility training were 9% more likely to be successfully closed compared to their counterparts who did not receive such services. Despite the potential likelihood of impacting positive outcomes, only up to 20% of consumers receive these services. It is possible that only a select group of consumers with high likelihood for success are determined eligible for services and such individuals participate in these services leading to higher employment outcomes. It is difficult to respond to this question in the context of the analysis. Further, individuals who received pre-employment services were 13% less likely to be successfully closed compared to their counterpart who did not receive these services. Again, the selection factors could play a role in diverting individuals with less likelihood of success to this group and this finding may not be directly reflective of the nature or value of the service.
Wide variations were observed in terms of the successful case closure rates by NY State regions as identified by NY State Economic Development Council. In comparison with the NYSCB consumers residing in New York City region, most regions across the state had lower likelihood of successful case closures. However, consumers residing in central NY and western NY were more likely (5% and 2% respectively) to be successfully closed compared to those living in the NYC region. Macroeconomic factors such as county unemployment rate at the time of consumers exit from NYSCB was included in the model and this variable was found to be statistically non-significant. 
Further, modeling likelihood of successful case closures for NYSCB consumers receiving public benefits, it was observed that mental health impairments continues to negatively predict successful case closures for this group of individuals. Receipt of vocational training, high tech devices, computer training, job-related services and job placement services were all positively related to successful employment outcomes for individuals receiving public benefits. Despite these positive relationships between the specific services and outcomes, overall only 6 – 10% of consumers receiving public benefits access these services.  Other factors identified in the overall model, also continue to predict positive outcomes for NYSCB consumers receiving public benefits. 
Impressions:
Overall these analyses confirm that factors that continue to be important in predicting vocational rehabilitation outcomes in other research and evaluation studies continue to be the same factors predicting successful employment outcomes for NYSCB consumers. These indicate that current efforts that are being implemented at national and state-levels to improve vocational rehabilitation outcomes can easily inform the process program and policy development for improving outcomes for NYSCB clients. 
Racial/ethnic and gender disparities are substantial. Understanding and tracking such disparities provides ways for developing policies and practices to address such disparities. Understanding perspective of consumers belonging to racial/ethnic minorities could potentially provide useful information in understanding the impact of race/ethnic background on their labor market engagement. It is crucial to study if people with disabilities who are minorities face a dual burden of discrimination at work. Prior studies of VR systems have also identified gender disparities in outcomes, which continue to persist in the current analysis. Again, consumer perspective could help inform on potential reasons for such variations and provide useful information to help improve VR practices.
Working at application continues to be a strong predictor of successful case closure. This finding indicates that working at application is not only an attribute providing incoming consumers an advantage of prior/current work, but also possibly describes individuals who are more motivated to work and are already prepared to seek advantage from services. Tracking individual-level motivation to engage in work could provide additional insights for unmet service needs in the area of counseling for work.
Variations of outcomes by service types help in identifying those key services that have a potential to improve employment outcomes. Further, it is also likely that some of processes of NYSCB – e.g., counselor’s determination of specific services – could lead to self-selection of a group of consumers who are bound to be successful given their unobserved characteristics.  The process through which these individuals achieve higher likelihood of employment outcomes remains to be studied. 
It is also important to study reasons for wide variations in outcomes across NY State regions. More importantly, increased sharing of effective practices across district offices could potentially mitigate these variations and overall enhance employment outcomes for NYSCB consumers. 
Interestingly, county unemployment rate was not statistically related to the observed employment outcomes. This finding indicates that contemporary labor market conditions do not substantially impact employment outcomes for consumers. This raises a further question, about the type of labor market in which NYSCB clients currently work. From this perspective, it is not only sufficient to understand the occurrence of employment outcomes, but it is also important to understand and document the qualitative aspect of work to predict sustained impact of services received in NYSCB. Conducting a survey of consumers who have exited NYSCB could provide such information.
Further, challenges continue to persist for achieving employment outcomes for clients who receive public benefits. Though many services (e.g., high-tech devices) appear to positively impact outcomes, only small proportions receive such services. It is likely that efforts such as New York State PROMISE initiative will be helpful in highlighting leading practices and service delivery models to inform program and policy development across various service systems.
Having mental health illness as a secondary condition continues to jeopardize the likelihood of success in the current system. This variable impacts both consumers receiving and those not receiving public benefits. This finding indicates a need to build capacity of practitioners in providing services to people with mental health illnesses.
Transition-age youth are less likely to achieve employment outcomes compared to their adult peers. It is likely that the window of our analysis ranging from 2009-12 could be too narrow to observe outcomes for transition-age youth. Further, challenges of achieving postsecondary employment outcomes for this age-group could be pervasive across all youth serving systems and requires closer attention including capacity building to achieve better outcomes. More importantly, it is likely that this group of consumers have a lower motivation to work and have higher needs in other areas of life – e.g., building meaningful social relationships – and the process of rehabilitation should be directed to identifying needs not only in the area of work, but also in overall community living. 
Survey of Vocational Rehabilitation Professionals in NYSCB System
As planned, following the secondary data analysis, NYSCB and Cornell conducted a survey of all NYSCB vocational rehabilitation counseling personnel using an online survey tool to understand their perspective on some of the observed trends in consumer outcomes from the secondary data analysis that need additional explanations. This survey was also intended to explore their perceived barriers in providing services and collaborating with other providers of rehabilitation services for people with disabilities in NYS, as well as their satisfaction with the information systems and their needs for improving case management systems for adopting data-driven decision-making.
The online survey was administered to 58 VR personnel across seven district offices. Valid response was obtained from only 39 individuals. The analysis of this component of the needs assessment is done in light of validating and identifying contrasts and similarity to some of the results obtained from analysis of CIS.
Consumer Factors Predicting Employment Outcomes
Strongest agreement between factors that VR personnel believed to impact employment outcomes and those observed in secondary data analysis occurred with:
1. Motivation to engage in work (not addressed in data analysis)
2. Health status
3. Previous work experience
4. Family support
5. Severity of Impairment
6. Previous successful case closure with NYSCB
Lowest agreement that factor affected outcomes occurred with:
1. Age
2. Race 
3. Gender
Yet secondary data analysis showed these were strong factors affecting success.
Implications:  
1. Consider how to track and monitor motivation, starting with initial intake.
2. Identify interventions, if see motivation begin to decrease.
3. Consider how to enhance Consumer Information System (CIS) to include variables indicating formal and informal supports, especially for transition age consumers.
4. Study, through consumer survey, how age, race and gender could impact outcomes based on consumer inputs.
5. Track disparities in outcomes across these parameters and develop reporting mechanisms to study them periodically to identify areas of support and technical assistance (TA) for improving VR practices.

Most Challenging Client Characteristics
1. Once again, motivation rises as an important factor 
2. The response for receipt of SSI/SSDI (~22%) was surprising low
3. Racial/ethnic minorities were rated low (5%), yet from data analysis one would have predicted it would have been a characteristic in the top three.
4. Staff did not see transition age as a challenge, yet outcomes for this group were low.

Implications:
1.	This may be an opportunity to provide training and technical assistance to increase counselors’ sensitivity that SSI/SSDI is an issue. This will be explored more in the PROMISE grant recently awarded to New York State.
2.	Staff appear to need more TA/training to increase their sensitivity to race and minority status being an issue. 
3.	PROMISE grant may help identify ways to increase staff understanding of factors related to transition.
Environmental Factors
1.	All factors were seen as predicting employment outcomes (availability of accessible public transportation the most).  
2.	Macro-economic factors were not identified as strong predictors in secondary data analysis.
3.	Community Rehabilitation Programs and their services were confirmed as a factor.
Implications:
It is important to study why macro-level factors might not have much impact on employment outcome contrary to the prevailing belief of tighter job-markets impacting outcomes. One possibility is that people with disabilities are not being employed in the traditional labor markets or are being employed more in transitional jobs so that large economic shocks might not be impacting their employment. From this perspective studying employment outcome as a binary variable may limit abilities of the system to consistently track the quality of its outcomes. The quality of employment should be tracked to understand the impact of NYSCB services.
Services Likely to Improve Employment Outcomes
1.	All factors were seen as improving employment outcomes.
2.	Strongest agreement occurred with:
a. Services that enhance financial literacy and understanding of entitlement programs (yet analysis shows that few receive this service)
b.	Services that enhance communication skills
c.	Services that enhance technical skills (yet analysis shows not equally available to all groups)
3.	Soft skills were ranked the lowest, but still seen as important
4.	Services to enhance health and well-being are seen as important, yet data analysis showed these services were less likely to be provided 
Implications:
1.	Need to look at how well training needs of consumers are addressed in relation to financial literacy and entitlement programs.
2.	Need to look at how to increase availability of technical training to all consumers.
3. 	Need to understand the reasons for differences in perception and actual offer of services.
Primary Drivers of Decision-Making for Specific VR Activities
1.	“Eligibility” – equally driven by counselor and state-wide NYSCB policies.
2.	“Need for Evaluation” – primarily driven by counselor, very little role for consumer.
3.	“Amount of Vocational Evaluation” – again primarily driven by counselor, with more influence (22%) from NYSCB policy; very little role for consumer.
4.	“Closure Status” – 45% see NYSCB policy as being largest driver; counselor rated second greatest; little role for consumer.
5.	“PES” is highly controlled by the consumer (over 50%).
6.	“Vocational Goals” – was reported as being the highest consumer driven activity.
7.	Counselors were more involved in “Determining intermediate objectives”, with an equal amount of input from consumers.
8.	“Types of service” nearly equally determined by counselor and consumer.
9.	“Amount of services” was primarily driven by NYSCB policy, with the consumer taking almost as much of a role.
10.	“Provider of Services” was primarily driven by consumers.
11.	“Frequency of communication” was highly driven by consumers.
12.	“Time in VR” was predominately determined by the consumer, but was noticeably affected by both NYSCB and district office policy; this activity had the lowest rating for counselor driven activity.
13.	“Type of job placement” was driven primarily by the consumer with a fairly high influence from NYSCB policy.
Implications: 
1.	Need to increase consumer role in discussing need for and deciding on amount of vocational evaluation.
2.	Need to explore counselors’ perceptions of the role of policy in restricting the amount of vocational evaluation.
3.	Consider an administrative tool to track the impact of service 
4.	Need to see greater consumer participation in decisions around closure status, agreement that services are no longer needed
5.	NYSCB may want to look at how policies determine: amount of services, time in VR and type of placement; and whether there is a perceived rather than actual effect.
Frequency of Lack of Time Reported Across VR Activities
In descending order, counselors reported that the lack of time frequently affected their ability to perform these activities:
1.	Manage case service records data (80%)
2.	Monitor client progress (80%)
3.	Network with businesses and employers (70%)
4.	Networking with community-based service providers (50%)
5. 	Networking with institution of higher education (45%)
Implications:
Though reports of burn-out continue to influence economically limited service systems such as VR, it is important to continually track how VR professionals perceive the availability of their time for various VR-related activities and identify ways to ensure that time-management issues are continually addressed in training and TA. Lack of time with respect to networking with community-based partners could be a reflection of the lack of skills and tools for such networking activities. It is important the future training and TA address these needs within the framework of existing VR responsibilities. 
Experiences with Service Providers
1.	Over 60% of counselors reported having time to work with service providers:
a.	30% reported they have time “all the time”
b.	34% reported “most of the time”
c.	30% reported “sometimes”
d.	5% reported “rarely”
2.	Significantly more counselors reported having insufficient time for on-site visits with providers
a.	50% reported “sometimes”
b.	18% reported “rarely or never”
c.	14% reported “most of the time”
d.	18% reported “all the time”
3.	Regarding ability to find providers of services likely to be needed based on the consumer’s IPE:
a.	Over 65% of counselors reported that they could find providers “most of the time”.
b.	Less than 10% could do so “all the time”.
c.	25% could find providers some of the time
4.	Able to receive updates from service providers
a.	This item received the highest ranking with over 60% stating they were able to receive updates most or all of the time
b.	Only 9% reported receiving updates sometimes
c.	3% reported rarely receiving updates
Implications: 
About one fifth to one third respondents indicated that they have little or no time to work with service providers or be able to visit provider sites in-person to assess the quality of services and engage with service providers to understand other unmet service needs. This is an important area for quality control. Future training and TA should address the need for increasing engagement with service providers. Further, about 12% indicated that they receive very few updates on client progress. Tools and electronic systems must be considered to ensure periodic updates for purposes of case management. 
Training Received by Counseling Staff on Topical Areas during the Past Year
1.	Counselors reported receiving the most training on the Business Enterprise Program (70%)
2.	Caseload management (40%), Supported Employment (28%), Americans with Disabilities Act (26%), and Serving clients receiving SSI/SSDI (26%) were the next most frequent topics
3.	Few received training on job placement, Independent Living (IL), placement services from other agencies, how to target business outreach, and benefits and work incentives counseling.  These are also topics on which staff reported needing training.
High-Priority Topics for Needed Training
Staff reported a need for training in the following areas:
1.	IL centers and their programs and services (50%)
2.	Business Enterprise Program (40%) - despite high number having just received training
3.	1992 Amendments to the Rehabilitation Act (38%)
4.	Helping consumers access post-secondary education (38%)
5.	Employment services from other agencies (35%)
6.	Self-Employment (32%)
7.	Functional Aspects of Disability (30%)
8.	Serving clients receiving SSI/SSDI (28%)
9.	Serving transition-age youth with disabilities (22%)
10.	Job placement (18%)
11.	Targeted outreach to businesses (14%)
Client Information System
About half of the respondents reported Good to Fair experiences with CIS; quite a few reported poor experiences.
65% stated they can access client level information, but can’t track or see client level summary. 
Implications:
Future training and TA must be directed to meet the expressed needs of the VR staff. Besides the traditional topical areas of VR processes and services, training and TA should also focus on increasing knowledge regarding the CIS system, public benefits and knowledge of other agency services to help better leverage resources from the community to supplement the existing services. The PROMISE initiative is expected to generate information on leading practices in providing VR services to transition-age youth. It is likely that some of these practices can be transported for the adult group of NYSCB clients. With increasing desire for accessing institutions of higher education, bridge programs could be considered to improve connection between NYSCB and community colleges to achieve better outcomes for referred consumers.
Conclusion
	The combination of secondary data analysis and VR survey provided valuable insights to provide guidance for planning training and TA for systems and quality improvement. However, some observed disparities across demographic groups could be better studied using the consumer survey. Continual tracking of outcomes to study disparities in outcomes and services received must be included into the policy and practices for the purposes of systems improvement and strategic planning. 

