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Abstract

What services are available in your state for individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing? Who can you contact to find out? What happens to those individuals who “fall between the cracks?” These are questions that those in deaf services ask on a daily basis. Often there are answers out there but problems go unsolved because we work in isolation. This paper will describe the need for statewide networks and what has been done in many of the states in the PEC region to establish these networks. Participants will discuss strategies for developing the initial workshop, maintaining the network, and implementing innovative solutions to age old problems.
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A Model Approach to Networking Professionals in Your State


In the first room of the FDR memorial in Washington DC, the inscription on the wall reads, "No Country, however rich, can afford the waste of its human resources. Demoralization caused by vast unemployment is our greatest extravagance. Morally, it is the greatest menace to our social order” (Roosevelt, 1934). 


The poster on the wall in a university campus office features a drawing of a very old, rickety boat dock with wooden planks. Some planks are missing, while others are broken apart. Sticking through the gaps between the planks are the legs of several children. The caption reads, “Don’t let children fall through the cracks.”  


Both of these quotations offer service providers the opportunity to consider what happens when young adults who are deaf or hard of hearing don’t fit into the traditional plan of going to college or participating in job training/placement programs. Roosevelt expressed his thoughts regarding employment issues more than 60 years ago, but they are still applicable to the population of deaf and hard of hearing individuals who can be described as low functioning. This population is also at great risk for falling through the cracks of service delivery because services to address job training, employment, and independent living may not be easily identified in many communities. 

Background

It can be difficult to provide support services for students who don’t fit the norm. Although open door community colleges may have very flexible admissions requirements, progressing into major areas of study may be limited by placement tests or successful completion of developmental studies courses. Students may not have the skills necessary to compete in that environment, or may lack the motivation or discipline to be successful. High school faculty and staff may be concerned about the availability of options for students who are not “college-bound.”


In a given area, service providers who work with individuals who are deaf and hard of hearing may know about some of the options available after high school, but it isn’t uncommon for them not to be aware of a wider range of opportunities. Making referrals or encouraging students to explore other options may be difficult without a strong network among service providers. 

Organizing Regional Discussions


Recognizing the need to bring professionals together to discuss issues and resources, the Postsecondary Education Consortium (PEC) hosted a roundtable discussion in the fall of 2000 immediately following the Southeast Regional Institute on Deafness (SERID) in Atlanta. Two participants were invited from each of the 14 states in the PEC region. The participants represented postsecondary education programs, vocational rehabilitation services, and community agencies. Limiting participation to about 25-28 participants allowed the group to have a discussion rather than a more structured, lecture format. 


The agenda during the first regional meeting focused on identifying issues and concerns, and brainstorming possible solutions. The group identified several goals, and listed steps to address them. The second regional meeting in Biloxi focused on clarifying the purpose of the group. Instead of identifying new goals, the group agreed to come together to talk about issues and resources, and options and opportunities. Since not all group members were consistent from year to year, this format seemed to work better than trying to catch up the new members each year.

The group continued to meet after SERID in Lexington in 2002. The discussion turned into a brainstorming session that expanded the network beyond state lines. During the 2003 meeting in Mobile, the group discussed a model national service delivery plan. The common thread in all of the roundtable discussions was a concern about what happens to individuals who fall through the cracks. The eventual format of these meetings was difficult for some members because it did not produce a tangible product. However, sharing concerns, ideas, and resources is a very important part of the puzzle for those in the field of deafness. Too often professionals get caught up in outcomes and statistics and forget that establishing networks and support systems is equally significant. 

The region-wide meeting offered benefits and liabilities. Planning it as a post-conference activity to a well-attended event worked well because people were already traveling to attend the conference and were willing to stay for a few more hours. It was also interesting to have a mix of participants with a variety of perspectives. Each year, the discussion topics varied a bit, based on the experiences of the participants. However, having annual region-wide meetings might not be the best way to develop projects or get tangible results. Selecting only two participants from each state was difficult when several others were interesting in participating. While some members of the initial group returned each year, there were usually new participants each time. Because the group met after the SERID conference, it was difficult to get ongoing participation once the participants returned to their own agencies and institutions. 
Developing Statewide Discussions


One of the issues that the regional group discussed was the need to better understand what options and opportunities were available in each state. The PEC State Outreach and Technical Assistance Centers (SOTACs) seemed to be a good point of contact for various groups because they were already well connected with postsecondary education institutions across each state, and usually had strong relationships with vocational rehabilitation and other agencies. As a resource for the state, the PEC SOTAC often interacted with less-than-two-year programs and high schools. 


When planning the roundtable discussions, it was obvious that one size did not fit all. Although there’s a model to follow, each state has adapted it to fit their needs. Meetings are planned twice each year in Alabama, while other states have planned them annually. Colleagues in Georgia wanted the discussion to start within the Deaf community, and only included participants who are Deaf, hard of hearing, and late deafened in the initial meeting. In Oklahoma, it seemed more feasible to attach the discussions at the end of other meetings. Those planning the discussion in Louisiana invited participants, but other states have hosted open meetings. At this time, roundtable discussions have been held in Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and West Virginia. 

Questions to Consider 

Who is the target audience? 

The range of service providers who might be interested can include high school faculty and staff, postsecondary service providers, social service agency staff, and vocational rehabilitation personnel.

Is it by invitation only or is a general announcement about the meeting distributed? 

Inviting participants gives the planning team the opportunity to select participants from a variety of agencies and organizations. In those states where the meeting has open participation, people unfamiliar to the planning team participated, which created an expanded network within the state. 

For a fresh perspective, inviting “outsiders” to the meetings is important.
 There are teachers and interpreters in mainstream programs who never have the opportunity to network, and they miss out on issues, trends, and current practices. If we only involve “leaders” in the field then we are missing out on the majority of people in the field. Both groups are important.

Should there be a limit on the number of participants? 

If there are too many people in the room, it may be difficult to have a discussion of the issues. Networking among a smaller group of participants may be easier for participants. 

How will accommodations be provided? 

Appropriate accommodations are crucial to a successful meeting. Consider the composition of the group and decide what accommodations will be needed to ensure communication access. While providing interpreters may be a regular procedure for meetings, 
captioning and assistive listening devices can provide increased access. Not only does captioning provide real-time access to the information, it also serves as a record of the meeting. 

Where should the meeting be held? 

Political issues within a state may support the idea of holding the discussion at a neutral location such as a hotel meeting area so the participants do not perceive the agenda as being skewed. Budget issues, however, may not support this strategy. 
Choosing a certain part of the state might make a difference in who can attend, so the planning team may want to consider locations that are more readily accessible by a larger number of participants. Doing this can lessen the complaint that “only people from the _____ area are ever invited or involved.”

Who will facilitate the discussion?

Choosing a facilitator is important in setting the tone of the meeting. It may be easier to have a facilitator from out of state because he/she is not viewed as being part of the local political agenda. It can be beneficial if the facilitator doesn’t know what the “hot topics” in the state are because he/she may be seen in a more objective light. Because funding may be an issue, finding a neutral facilitator from within the state is another option. Should 
the facilitator have a hearing loss? Will more members of the Deaf community attend if the facilitator is hearing or hard of hearing? Will all members feel welcome and involved and comfortable? If the meetings continue on a regular basis, should the same facilitator be involved?

How will the meeting be funded? 

Since travel funds may be limited, participants may ask for support to participate. Will there be a need for overnight expenses? Can state agencies help with the funding? Are small grants available from groups such as the Rotary Club? 
It could also be advantageous to charge a fee to the participants to help cover expenses. Even a small amount might increase the commitment of participants to attend and “get their money’s worth.”  Fees can also help cover expenses such as materials and refreshments. 
What attracts people to the discussion?

Roundtable discussions are appealing because they are different from a typical training workshop. Active participation from the attendees is very important; this is not a place to passively sit back and listen. Some people will attend because they value the networking opportunities. Other participants will seek continuing education units (CEUs) that have been offered at some of the meetings. This is also a good way to share resources and disseminate materials. Door prizes and food are also big attractors. People remember good hospitality as much, if not more, than good information. Be sure to have both.

What does the agenda include?

The initial meeting is designed around group participation and discussion about the resources that already are established in the state. It’s not uncommon for someone to bring up a problem and another participant will describe a strategy being implemented in another agency to address that problem. Time for networking may be overlooked, and organizations often don’t advertise what they are doing outside their area. While there may be gaps in services, one of the biggest issues is the lack of regular communication between service providers. Participants may 
provide a brief summary of what is happening in their area or advertise workshops that are coming up. This doesn’t have to take a lot of time but it is a good way to keep people informed. Be sure that the information doesn’t stop with just those in the meeting. It’s possible to set up a web site or listserv to keep all interested parties in the state informed.

Keeping the format simple usually works well. Including a “gripe” session allows participants to vent their frustrations. This part should not be allowed to continue for too long because the goal is to focus on positive outcomes. After the problems are listed, move on to solutions. Starting with “pie in the sky” solutions forces participants to think outside the box and dream about the possibilities. While some of the ideas listed might never happen, one of them might serve as a springboard to a solution that could be implemented. Remind the participants to dream really big and to spend lots of money. This is fun and it is important to the next step.


Now that the group has identified a goal, what happens next? This is the part to focus on more practical ways to get started. It is important for participants to see what small steps are necessary to reach that goal. The group may discuss projects and plans for action. 


If we were to offer a blueprint for the “Falling Between the Cracks” roundtable discussions, it would be to begin with a brainstorming session that includes getting to know the other participants and establishing a network. Allowing time for announcements and the opportunity to share resources is also important. If the meeting progresses in a state past the initial meeting or two, then the format might change to better reflect the group and its goals. There might be an educational program offered. For example, an Alabama meeting featured a speaker on legal issues. Participants were able to discuss their concerns, but also left with new ideas. 

What else can be included as part of the agenda?

The statewide group in Alabama has elected to provide an educational program as part of their semi-annual meetings. Other groups realized the need for a statewide directory of services. A group in Oklahoma used this opportunity to develop a coalition to address the reduction of services in recent years. 

What are some of the brainstorming strategies that have been used?

There are numerous ways to stimulate brainstorming activities. One strategy that has worked well at some of the roundtable discussions has been to set flip charts in different parts of the meeting room. Each flip chart includes a stimulus question, such as “What are the strengths in service provision in ___ state?” or “What gaps in service provision do we face in ____ state?” Participants jot down their ideas and concerns, and other add to it. All of the responses become part of the group response. Some participants may have ideas to share, but may not be entirely comfortable expressing them in front of the group. Using flip charts allows people to express their ideas without using a lot of discussion time, and it also may allow discussion on a topic to proceed at a much deeper level. 

What will the meeting accomplish?

This forum can provide a statewide network, identify problems and problem-solving strategies, offer workshop opportunities, serve as a means of information dissemination, or develop project work groups. Too often, there must be an official outcome for a meeting. For this meeting, if the only thing that happens is that people have the chance to get together to discuss issues and concerns, that may be enough. Establishing a network is important, and developing projects and models may not always be on the agenda. While it’s valuable to see tangible results, don’t overlook the importance of communicating and networking

What were the major concerns?

Most of the groups that have met shared similar concerns, such as options available after high school, the lack of resources in rural areas, the lack of transition services that are meaningful for deaf and hard of hearing students, the lack of communication among professionals, the lack of training for professionals who aren’t in deaf services about issues related to individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing, and the weak reading and writing skills that many deaf and hard of hearing students demonstrate. 

What are some of the additional or unexpected benefits of establishing this network? 

Trying to get support for a project or program alone can be very difficult; however, the support of the group carries much more power. Another benefit is that people who may not usually have the chance to interact can do so in this forum. In some groups, a problem might be identified that can be traced back to practices in lower level school programs. By bringing it to the surface, changes can be made to address the issue before it becomes a problem in later years. 
How is interest sustained from meeting to meeting, or from year to year? 

Some statewide groups have set up websites, internet bulletin boards, or listservs to continue the discussion between meetings. Resources related to job training and employment, communication issues, and cultural perspectives can be posted online for easy reference. Other groups have established small work groups to address particular projects or activities. A simple way of sustaining interest is to involve the participants in the decision-making process to consider issues such as how often the meetings might occur or where they could be held. Build ownership as part of the process. 

Summary 


Postsecondary service providers are frequently asked to provide resources and referral information for students who are deaf or hard or hearing who “fall between the cracks” in the service delivery system. Many of these individuals might benefit from job training, employment services, and independent living skills development, but they may not be easily identified once they leave secondary education. Even where there are appropriate programs and services available, it is not unusual for service providers to remain frustrated because there are few opportunities to share resources and experiences. By establishing a statewide network of professionals, colleagues have the opportunity to learn about existing and emerging programs and support the implementation of innovation programming. Strategies for bringing together a statewide network may vary, but increasing the awareness of professionals may have a strong impact on the choices that young adults who are deaf and hard of hearing may have. 
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