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Introduction
The Current Welfare Population Welfare agencies have now become employment agencies for a special population of job seekers often referred to as the "least job ready" or "hardest-to-serve" of welfare recipients. The safety net for families has been replaced with a non-entitlement welfare philosophy that endorses mandatory work requirements and lifetime benefit limits. (Hartnett, 2002) A growing body of research clearly indicates that a significant portion of this "least job ready" group are people with disabilities. A recently released report from the General Accounting Office (2001) noted that, according to the 1999 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) data, 44% of TANF recipients reported having a disability and 38% reported having a physical or mental impairment that affected their ability to work. This figure does not include those unable or unwilling to report the existence of a disability. Most commonly encountered of significant disabilities include mental health related disabilities, learning disabilities, attention deficit disorders, and substance abuse. A National Institute for Literacy study report (1998) indicates that pilot programs in Kansas and Washington found that "about 35 percent of their welfare clients have learning disabilities." They conclude that, as a result, "many programs working with welfare recipients may need to reconsider their approach to job readiness and employment activities.” The research is also showing that the health conditions, illness or disability of people who have left TANF are creating barriers to work.  A multi-state study (Loprest and Zedlewski, 1999) estimated that one-fifth to one-half of parents not working were once recipients of TANF.  This same study found that one-fourth to one-half of parents who were not receiving TANF benefits due to sanctioning reported a disability as a major reason for their non-compliance. 

This growing recognition of the characteristics of the current welfare population led to the formation of a partnership between The Vermont Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR) and the Department of Prevention, Assistance, Transition and Health Access (PATH), formerly the Department of Social Welfare, to address the employment needs of recipients with disabilities.

DVR/PATH Partnership
Assumptions and Parameters The partnership forged between DVR and PATH was based on the following shared assumptions and parameters: 

1. Employment is the goal for all participants. All services will ultimately contribute to the achievement of employment.

2. More flexible approaches are needed if we are to adequately assist this group of job seekers with multiple barriers to economic self-sufficiency to achieve and retain employment.

3. Job retention must be better addressed for those who return to welfare after only 30-60 days of employment.

4. For the purposes of continuity and coordination of resources, all services should be delivered or directed through a single case-manager. 

Participants For the most part, the eligible participants are people with "hidden disabilities" such as severe learning disabilities (SLD), attention deficit disorder (ADD), substance abuse and mental health related disabilities. It should be noted that, in addition to the disability-related barriers, this population is further hampered by minimum employment skills, lack of safe and reliable transportation, lack of education, domestic abuse and violence and a reported inability to manage basic money and budget issues.

Services  The Pilot Program is staffed with eleven full-time Vocational Rehabilitation counselors covering the entire state of Vermont. Each counselor, who is also the participant's welfare case manager, works with 30 TANF families at a time. The caseload is capped at 30 families due to the complexity of the barriers and the need for intensive involvement with each family. Services include, but are not limited to, disability screening, assessment, identification of disability-related barriers to employment, provision of supportive services related to disability, plan development, intensive case-management/counseling, job placement, on and off the job ongoing supports and follow-up services. This list or menu of services represents the most typical of services utilized by people with significant disability-related barriers to employment. However, it has been the experience within Vocational Rehabilitation that an individualized services approach to serving people with significant disabilities and multiple barriers to employment increases the likelihood that they will gain and maintain employment. Therefore, counselor and program discretion determine what actual services and supports are to be provided for each participant.

Unique Features of the Pilot Program

The "Hybrid" VR Counselor: Single Point of Contact

 A new counselor role model was created by VR to specifically serve the TANF caseload. The new VR/RU counselor assumes the dual role of  VR counselor and welfare case manager. In addition to the traditional employment-related services associated with vocational rehabilitation, they are also responsible for ensuring that the participant understands and adheres to all TANF rules and requirements.  

Universal Screening and Assessment
Prior to the implementation of the Pilot Program, the only means by which TANF recipients with disabilities were referred to VR was if they "self-declared" their disability. Universal Screening at PATH ensures that people with disability-related barriers to employment will be identified and receive the assessments and supports that are necessary to effectively move them from welfare to appropriate work.

Deferments and Modifications

TANF participants who would otherwise be required to fulfill a work requirement are deferred from the work requirement when they are referred to Vocational Rehabilitation. A deferment delays the onset of the work requirement. Additionally, after assessments and work trials, a participant may have the number of hours of the work requirement modified to accommodate a disability. A modification changes the number of hours the participant is required to engage in approved work activities to fulfill a work requirement. Prior to the Pilot Program, all deferments from work participation were made based on a review of medical records and a determination that a physical or medical limitation was present. Deferment meant that the welfare recipient did not have to engage in any work preparation activities.  Now deferment means that the participant must work with VR to address the disability-related limitations to employment. The Pilot Program VR/RU counselor is responsible for determining the appropriate work or work-related activities for each deferred TANF recipient.  The deferment or modification remains in effect for as long as the grounds for the deferment or modification continues to exist.

Co-Location 

In 9 of the 12 Pilot sites, the VR/RU counselor is co-located with the Department of PATH thus facilitating improved access to information, support and, most importantly an opportunity to build a more sustainable partnership between VR and PATH. 

Job Coaches/Supported Employment

Most of the TANF recipients with disabilities who have been referred to the Pilot Program have not been in the workforce for many years, if ever, and are in need of significant levels of support, training, and advocacy. A Job Coach works with each counselor to perform a broad range of functions including assisting people with job applications, seeking out appropriate childcare, transportation and arranging for necessary accommodations in the work site. This "supported employment" approach provides a means for assessing not only the strengths and support needs of the individual, including disability-related issues, but also the ability of potential employers and companies to accommodate a new employee with multiple barriers to employment. This support is designed to enhance the likelihood of a more compatible job match and puts the focus of resources on eliminating barriers within a specific work site setting. This supported employment approach is utilized to develop and implement strategies to overcome these barriers before they become problems that could jeopardize employment stability.

Sanction Protocol 

The partnership between PATH and VR ensures that people with disabilities who do not appear to be cooperating with their plan for employment are evaluated by VR. This evaluation is used to determine whether non-participation is a function of the limitations placed on them by their disabilities or a "knowing and willful act of non-cooperation." This protocol further enhances the likelihood that people with disabilities will be fairly treated under welfare rules.

Post Employment Supports 

Prior to the implementation of this Pilot Program, participant support ceased when the person became employed and had their TANF grant closed. VR now maintains any needed support for up to 90 days after the person becomes stable on the job thus enhancing a smooth transition into the workforce. Many barriers to employment are identified only after the person goes to work (e.g. childcare falls apart, the car breaks down, the requirements of the job change or recognition of the difficulty for the person to perform the job without additional accommodations becomes more apparent. In addition, a follow-up program has been established called "Job Keepers" which can continue to support the employee for an additional nine months after their VR services have been terminated.

Technical Support to the Welfare Agency  

When VR has more people referred to the Pilot Program than they can serve at any given time, referrals are placed on a waiting list. Instead of having people wait for services while the federal time-limits clock continues to tick, VR conducts an initial interview and assessment of eligibility for VR services. If found eligible for VR services, the VR/RU counselor provides consultation with the TANF agency regarding appropriate services that can be provided until an opening becomes available in the VR/RU Pilot Program.

Long Term Deferments 

As long as the participant is found eligible for vocational rehabilitation and is actively participating with the vocational rehabilitation program, the deferment from the work requirement continues. Participants who are found unable to work towards employment at any level due to the severity of the disability may have their medical deferment evaluated to determine if a long-term "deferment from participation" is appropriate. The “hybrid” VR/RU counselor makes this recommendation.

"Triage" Services

Some referrals from PATH are found to be eligible for VR services but not be in need of the "extensive" services available through the Pilot Program. These people are provided with brief  one-time-only services or referred on to the traditional VR program counselors for their services.

Results to Date
Although the Pilot Program has only been in operation for one year, and is still very much in the developmental phase, a number of significant things have already occurred.


Approximately 450 families have been served in the first year of the Pilot Program.  This has resulted in a significant increase of TANF recipients served by Vocational Rehabilitation.  Prior to the implementation of this Pilot Program, 4.4% of the VR population were TANF recipients and one year into the Pilot Program, 13.3 % of VR participants are TANF recipients.


Seventy-two individuals are currently working and 37 have achieved three months or longer of employment stability without need for additional supports. The majority of these employed individuals were welfare recipients for several years.


One Hundred and ninety four of the heads of household have been identified as people with a disability significant enough for the VR counselor to support an application for Supplemental Security Insurance (SSI). No SSDI applications have been filed due to the lack of work history for this population. 

   Seventy-four individuals have been granted SSI and are now removed from the welfare roles. Many of these individuals are now returning to Vocational Rehabilitation to pursue employment in an effort to improve the economic quality of life for their family. 


The incidence of disability, as a result of disability screening at PATH has resulted in a growing waiting list for services, something that Vermont Vocational Rehabilitation has never before experienced.  Currently 292 welfare recipients are either determined eligible and waiting to receive services or waiting to be assessed for eligibility for Vocational Rehabilitation.

Summary

An important lesson learned to date is that effective employment services for welfare recipients with disabilities should remain individualized and flexible. The counselor's ability to tailor program services based on the unique needs of each participant appears to be a critical element in assisting recipients with multiple barriers to employment. A second important finding is that welfare recipients with both disabilities and long-term welfare dependence often require intensive services through their VR/RU counselors to gain employment skills and work habits that will allow them to sustain a family. Specifically, they are requiring a great deal of counselor time and supports to be able to achieve and maintain employment. Many are meeting with their counselors and receiving services support multiple times a week. This group of job seekers presents many additional challenges for even the most seasoned of vocational rehabilitation counselors. One of the future benefits from this Pilot Program may include a better understanding of needed policies, practices and services that states may want to consider in order to more effectively move this "least job ready" group from welfare to sustainable employment. 
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