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Deaf-Blind Employment Needs Assessment Survey 2018

Final Report: December 2019

Purpose and Description of the Survey
In October 2018, the Information, Research and Professional Development Department (IRPD) of the Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) designed and distributed a survey nationwide that was intended to gauge the training needs of professionals in the area of deaf-blindness and employment. The survey asked participants to identify training that they have received, as well as professional competencies and training needs. It also asked them several questions about their perceptions of successful employment strategies and employment barriers for deaf-blind people. These later questions yielded particularly informative data. 
Participants
The intended audience for the survey were professionals with experience in employment for deaf-blind people, in particular, those involved in placing and supporting deaf-blind individuals in employment settings. The survey was distributed via the HKNC National Community of Practice and contacts from HKNC field services professionals. One consequence of this was that we received responses from individuals who were not the intended audience for the survey. 
A total of 198 people across the United States, which included the Atlantic and Pacific territories and Alaska, completed the survey. Of those respondents, 69 were disqualified due to incomplete responses or because they did not meet the criteria of some level of professional involvement in either employment services and/or deaf-blind services. A total of 129 participants were included in the final analysis. These respondents held a variety of positions, summarized in Table 1. Of respondents, 32 were Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors, 15 were Vocational Rehabilitation Supervisors, 3 were Vocational Rehabilitation Coordinators for the Deaf-Blind, 1 was a Job Coach, 21 were Deaf-Blind Specialists, 15 were Education Specialists, 17 were Employment Specialists, 21 had miscellaneous positions in blind or deaf services, and 4 had miscellaneous positions in general disability services. 
Years of experience working with people who are deaf-blind was fairly evenly distributed across experience level, from a high level of experience, 33% of respondents had 15 or more years of experience, to a moderate level of experience, 32% had 5 to 15 years of experience, and little experience, 34% had less than 5 years of experience. 

Table 1 Positions Held by Respondents (n=129)
	VR 
Counsl
	VR 
Superv
	VR DB
Coord

	Job Coach
	DB 
Special
	Educ Special
	Employ
Special
	Blind or Deaf Service Other
	Gen Dis Org Other

	32
	15
	3
	1
	21
	15
	17
	21
	4



Training Received
Respondents were asked to indicate whether they had received training on how to work with people who are deaf-blind, and if so, to specify what kind of training they received. Most had received some kind of training (81.7%) mostly via workshops (35.7%), but also via consultation with deaf-blind specialists such as HKNC representatives (23%), HKNC Seminars (17.5%), online training (9.5%), and internships (6.3%). 39.7% of respondents indicated they had received “other” training, and from their additional comments these included higher education, personal experiences, on the job training, conferences, deaf-blind camps and deaf-blind colleagues.  Also mentioned in the comments were specific topics of training received, including SSP training, interpreting, basics of deafblindness, Haptics, technology, and employment.

Perceived Competencies
Participants were asked to rate their competency in several areas related to deafblindness and employment. The results are given in Table 2. From the table it appears that the areas of highest competency are the Role of Specialized Personnel (86.6% have moderate to high competency) and Visual Conditions and their Implications (82% have moderate to high competency). The areas of lowest competency are Natural Supports (48% have low or no competency), Social Security (45.2% have low or no competency) and Transition (44.6% have low or no competency). 

Table 2 Perceived Competencies Related to Deafblindness and Employment (n=129)
	Area of Competency

	None
	Low
	Moderate
	High

	Visual Conditions and their Implications

	0%
	18%
	58.6%
	23.4%

	Communication Strategies

	0.8%
	24.4%
	55.9%
	18.9%

	Mobility Strategies

	4.7%
	26.8%
	54.3%
	14.2%

	Person Centered Planning

	7.1%
	23%
	51.6%
	18.3%

	Environmental Adaptations

	4%
	27.4%
	51.6%
	15.9%

	Aids and Devices

	3.1%
	30.7%
	49.6%
	16.5%

	Role of Specialized Personnel

	1.6%
	11.9%
	55.6%
	31%

	Natural Supports

	7%
	41.4%
	35.9%
	15.6%

	Self-Advocacy

	4.8%
	29.4%
	52.4%
	13.5%

	Transition

	5.5%
	39.1%
	43.8%
	11.7%

	Social Security

	8.6%
	36.7%
	40.6%
	14.1%



Perceived Training Needs
Areas where respondents felt they needed training, ranked from most to least needed, were:
1. Communication Methods and Strategies (83.5%)
2. Environmental Accommodations (83.5%)
3. Job Development Strategies (82.7%)
4. Mobility and Transportation (69.3%)
5. Transition (68.5%)
6. Self-Advocacy (65.4%)
7. Benefits (57.5%)
8. Role of Service Providers (53.5%)
9. Etiologies (45.7%)
It is interesting to note that while the areas of highest competency (role of service providers and visual conditions and their implications) match with the areas of the least need for training (service providers and etiologies), the areas of lowest competency (natural supports, social security and transition) do not match with the areas of greatest training need (communication, environmental accommodations, job development). The list of competencies do not exactly match the list of training needs,  so it is unclear whether these results are significant. 
Other areas of training need that were mentioned in the comments section included assistive technology, career readiness, transitioning into blindness, employer outreach, and family support.

Successful Strategies and Barriers to Employment for Deaf-Blind People
Survey participants were asked three open-ended questions about employment for deaf-blind people that yielded some insightful comments that often corroborated each other. The questions, summaries of the most common responses, and some examples of responses are given below. 
1. In your experience, what three strategies have been the most successful in obtaining or maintaining employment of consumers who are deaf-blind?
The most common responses were:
· Access to communication, including access to an interpreter when necessary, and good communication skills.
· Access to technology and ability to use technology effectively.
· Access to transportation and ability to navigate independently.
· Self-advocacy skills and access to advocacy support.
· Accommodations and on the job supports, including natural supports and job coaches. 
· Job experiences, including on the job training, internships, and interview preparation.
· Vocational Rehabilitation counselors, other professionals, and families who have relationships with potential employers who are open minded.
· Sensitivity and awareness training for employers and co-workers. 
· Discovery and customized employment, including job assessment, and matching the needs, desires and aptitudes of the deaf-blind person with job duties and expectations.
· Teamwork, communication and collaboration, between professionals, employers, and deaf-blind people.
Examples of respondent comments regarding successful strategies for employment:
President of Board of Trustees of an organization serving deaf-blind people in New Jersey: Training employers in how to accommodate someone who is DB and to not fear them. Se lf-advocacy - be lie f in themselves as capable and worthy - for the DB individual, making their needs for communication access known, and be coming confident in their rights to access. Appropriate social and communication skills development for the workplace - how to be a member of a team that works together toward a common goal.
Program Coordinator for Vocational Services for Deaf people in Arizona: Building pre -existing relationships with potential employers in labor sectors that have proven successful for deaf-blind employment. Preparing deaf-blind consumers with appropriate soft skills, knowledge of interview process and follow-ups. Carefully looking at client's needs and interests and matching with the employer's mission and goals.
AT Specialist in Washington:  Employer/co-worker natural supports, for example, having co-workers who can communicate directly, other communication devices and strategies to communicate with coworkers who can't communicate directly. Accessible environment and workstation. Availability of ongoing training support.
Business Relations Coordinator at Services for the Blind in Oregon: Education and awareness training of employer. Preparing the client by understanding their skills and potential accommodation needs, and commitment from quality job coaches.
Job Development Specialist at Rehabilitation Services for the Blind in unidentified location: Discovery, getting to know the strengths, abilities, and interests of consumers. Work experiences and on-the -job training opportunities. Customized employment, collaborating with employers to determine their needs and finding ways that deaf-blind consumers can meet those needs. 
Vision Rehabilitation Specialist in Vermont: Se lf-advocacy is a huge one. Having access to communication software or interpreters when needed. Networking in order to have the transportation needed to get from point A to point B. 

2. In your experience, what three areas have created the most barriers to obtaining or maintaining employment of consumers who are deaf-blind?

The most common responses were:

· Lack of transportation, especially in rural areas. This barrier was mentioned with very high frequency. 

· Employer attitudes about deaf-blindness, including fear (this adjective was used frequently), stigma, prejudice, lack of understanding about accommodations, and lack of understanding about the capabilities of deaf-blind people. 

· Communication issues, such as difficulty communicating with, and establishing relationships with, supervisors and co-workers, inability to use or access communication technology, and lack of access to interpreters and SSPs.

· The need for better advocacy skills.

· Inadequate accommodations, workplace support services such as job coaches, and natural supports.

· Lack of job experience and related skills such as workplace etiquette and interview skills.

Examples of respondent comments regarding barriers to employment:

Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor and Deaf-Blind Specialist in New Jersey: High turnover rates at Supported Employment agencies we contract with. There's little continuity in job development services and no time to provide the service myself. I've observed a trend that successful closures are multitudes higher for DB consumers with college degrees. Transportation. So many consumers live outside the reach of transportation options. 

Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor for the Deaf in Mississippi: Stigma and misunderstanding by employers. Lack of transportation. Lack of family support in terms of dependence on social security benefits.

Director of Education for the Deaf and Blind in Idaho: Proper supports needed on the job (job coaches, environmental adjustments, not enough vision building with the boss/ supervisor), Lack of vision for the possibilities. Lack of patience.

Job Development Specialist at Services for the Blind in unidentified location: Environmental barriers; opportunities existing in area with little or no public transportation. Lack of opportunities for deaf-blind consumers to gain work experiences. Challenges in making job accommodations in the workplace.

Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor in Alabama: Lack of T RANSPORT AT ION. Employers are fearful to hire a person with dual sensory loss. Lack of skills and experience from the deafblind person.

Vocational Rehabilitation Administrator in Kentucky: Transportation. Underemployment-some individuals have so much more ability than we give them credit for. Developing those natural supports on the job, especially when the individual uses ASL.


3. In your experience, what are three barriers to placing consumers who are deafblind with additional disabilities (including intellectual disabilities)?

Many respondents felt that the issues were similar for those with and without additional disabilities (i.e. transportation, communication, stigma), only magnified. Additional responses include:

· Lack of trained support staff and inadequate training for existing staff, such as job coaches, interpreters, SSPs, interveners, VR counselors, and mental health professionals.

· Low expectations of the employment possibilities for deaf-blind people with additional disabilities, on the part of employers, families, and deaf-blind people. 

· Fear of losing benefits such as SSI and SSDI.

· Lack of possible job sites and a lack of variety in those that exist, due to employer attitudes, job placement specialist attitudes, transportation issues, and the need for specialized support.

· Lack of understanding about job carving, customized employment, and supported employment. 

· An overall lack of resources, both monetary and organizational, for consumer and professional training, accommodations, and long term on the job human support. 

Examples of respondent comments regarding barriers to employment for those with additional disabilities:

Vocational Rehabilitation Deaf-Blind Coordinator in South Carolina: Obtaining qualified vendors to provide ongoing support services. Lack of other agencies to "get on board" for service provision. Lack of training for VR professionals to understand job placement for the multi-disabled.

Transition Work Opportunities Navigator in Minnesota: Everyone is unique and have their own special needs. It can be challenging to find what works and what doesn't, and to get to where the team wants to be could take a long time.

Vocational Rehabilitation Supervisor in Alaska:  In our region and part of the world there are very limited job opportunities or services available. Living in remote villages in the arctic that are not accessible by roads makes it difficult to find services and jobs. Also members of the deaf-blind community often times
do not have a peer group available.

Vocational Rehabilitation Deaf-Blind Specialist in Maryland: Technology (issues with consumer skills and with employer databases not being compatible with consumer's technology). Limited resources (lack of qualified and experienced job service providers, trainers, and other professionals). Discrimination (employers doubting consumer's abilities).

Conclusions and Next Steps for HKNC

Training Needs for Professionals

Professionals identified their top three training needs as (a) communication methods and strategies, (b) environmental accommodations, and (c) job development strategies. Based on their perceived competencies, there is also a need for training in (a) natural supports, (b) social security benefits and incentives, and (c) transition planning. 

Training Needs for Deaf-Blind People 

Based on the employment successes and barriers that professionals identified, there is a need to provide training for deaf-blind people in the areas of (a) a variety of communication strategies, especially with supervisors and co-workers, (b) employment-specific technology skills, including using assistive technology and how to advocate for access to workplace technology, (c) self-advocacy skills, including how to identify strengths and challenges, and how to advocate for workplace supports and accommodations, and (d) addressing transportation challenges and broadening transportation options and strategies. 

Training Needs for Employers

Employers are an important part of the employment equation and successfully working with employers is one key to employment opportunities for deaf-blind people. Training needs for employers that are evident from this survey include (a) addressing stigmas, misconceptions and prejudices about deafblindness and deaf-blind employees, (b) supports and accommodations and their role in improving productivity and positive workplace culture, (c) the importance of natural supports and how to provide them, and (d) communication strategies with deaf-blind employees. 
Further Research Needs

There are many possibilities for further research including:

1. A follow-up survey that more specifically targets Rehabilitation Counselors, job coaches, and other direct service providers in the area of employment; and with questions that are designed to gather more rigorous statistical data on employment strategies and related training needs.
2. A follow-up survey that specifically targets training or support needs in relation to a specific type of work or a specific population (such as individuals with intellectual disabilities). 
3. A survey that targets the perceptions of a different population, such as employers or deaf-blind people. 
4. In-depth mixed-methods field research, possibly in collaboration with a university or other research organization, that examines more closely successful employment outcomes, correlations with specific strategies, and how best to implement these strategies. 
5. Research that tracks the long-term impact of training in areas of need identified in this survey.
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