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Purpose

Purpose of the Study:  To generate hypotheses concerning the antecedents to outcomes of the vocational evaluation (VE) process for AAC users.

Questions Addressed:

What are the elements cited by vocational evaluators as affecting an AAC user’s outcome in the Vocational Evaluation process; specifically

· what are the identified barriers to successful completion of the VE process; and

· What are the cited strengths that contribute to a successful completion?
The development and progress in AAC devices has enabled people with significant communication impairments to enjoy improved relationships, better health and safety, better self-determination, and increased participation in family life, education, employment and the community.  It has benefited society by enabling people with severe disabilities to be more independent and to take an active role in society, thereby reducing the burden of care on society.

A recent systematic review of research addressing the topic “AAC and employment” (Pugh & Capilouto, 2007) revealed that the research in employment issues for people who use AAC devices for communication is extremely limited.  Only eleven studies addressing successful AAC intervention to support individuals with severe expressive communication deficits in achieving employment were identified, looking from the beginning of any studies on this topic through February 2006.  Additionally, they cited that the employment rate of AAC users has been estimated at around 14%.

Anecdotal evidence from our experiences at WWRC and from discussion with the Barbara Pugh at the Kentucky state-operated comprehensive rehabilitation center (Carl D. Perkins Rehabilitation Center) shows us that very few AAC users are successful in completing and obtaining vocational recommendations in the vocational evaluation process – which typically is a key entry point into the vocational rehabilitation process.  For this reason, we felt it was important to begin looking at the reasons behind this and the possible factors contributing to both successful and unsuccessful vocational evaluation completions. 

Methods

The current study is an ex post facto descriptive study of cases of augmentative-alternative communication (AAC) users who completed a vocational evaluation service at WWRC between 2000 -2006.

Inclusion criteria: 

1. clients who received WWRC AAC services (evaluation and/or treatment);

2. participation and completion in a WWRC vocational evaluation; and, 

3. used an AAC device at time of the vocational evaluation 

NOTE:  In the WWRC database, approximately 70 clients were identified for the targeted six-year time period as having received AAC services (evaluation, treatment to learn to use a device, consultation).  Of those, a total of approximately 44 also received vocational evaluation services. 

Structured chart reviews of speech-language pathology and vocational evaluation reports were conducted for those individuals who consented to participate in the study. Subsequently the data were evaluated to identify patterns of barriers and strengths related to the outcome of the vocational evaluation among the participants.
Findings

Demographics

N = 15                 Age Range:  18 – 50 years                Male: 10  Female: 5

Disability:

· Acquired (stroke, TBI, MS, laryngectomy/glossectomy):  7
· Developmental Disability (CP): 8
Length of time using AAC: 1 month – 13 years (Mean = 2.5 years)

AAC Access:

· All Ss with acquired disabilities used direct access (hands).  

· Ss with developmental disabilities – 1 used cross scanner; 1 used directed scanning with chin operated joystick; all others used direct access – 4 used hands, 3 used some form of head pointing (head stick, optical head pointing, IR head pointing)

Education:  8th grad – post graduate degree (2 were still in high school, participating in transition activities)

Vocational Evaluation Outcomes
Barriers to work identified (most common among the Ss):

· Communication barriers (slow or reluctant use of AAC, interpersonal communication, expressive communication):10/15 participants (66%)

· Education: no GED, limited academic skills, limited reading: 9/15 Participants (60%)

· Slow work speed/meeting work schedules: 9/15 (60%)

· Other barriers: attention to detail, concentration, limited work experience and knowledge, work energy/stamina

Strengths contributing to success in work identified:

· Work related behaviors were cited multiple times as positive – e.g. cooperation/teamwork, appearance, attendance/punctuality, work tolerance, responsiveness to feedback, motivation

· Specific work skills cited – accuracy, quality of work

Recommendations from the vocational evaluation:

· Capable of competitive employment: 5/15 (33%)

· Job coach or job shadowing as an entrée into employment: 10/15 (66%)

· Sheltered workshop: 4/15 (26%)

· Improve AAC use: 4/15 (26%)

VR status At 3 months post VE:  

Extended evaluation: 1         Accepted for VR services: 6

Physical restoration:  1         Vocational or academic training: 5

Ready for employment: 1     Case closed after program started: 1
Discussion

Summary: Poor communication skills and low academic skills were cited most frequently (over 80% of the time) as barriers to employment for AAC users, followed by slow work speed. Most recommendations from the VE included some form of coaching to introduce participants to employment settings and tasks.  At 3 months post VE all but one of the participants were still active in the VR process, preparing for some form of employment.

This descriptive approach can potentially be used to explore trends and outcomes of VR services over time. It offers opportunities for continued data gathering from other time periods and other rehab facilities, potentially leading to a substantial body of information.

Future steps may include:

1. Qualitative exploration of the VE process – structured interviews with AAC users, vocational evaluators, and VR counselors, personal narratives

2. Intervention studies – looking at changing communication and academic preparation strategies for AAC users entering the VR and VE process, consultative or other interventions during the VE process, and others.
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