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VR&E EMPLOYMENT SPECIALIST PROGRAM





GENERAL





What is the purpose of this circular?


This circular provides information concerning the Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E) Specialist (ES) Program and guidelines to implementing an ES program in each office.





b.  Who should read this circular?


Anyone who serves the rehabilitation and employment needs of veterans should read this circular.





BACKGROUND





The VR&E program has developed an employment-focused strategy that will enable the program to develop a cadre of in-house employment/marketing experts. The VR&E Program initiated the Employment Specialist Program to provide better service to disabled veterans, meet employer's employment challenges and to demonstrate that program participants are on track to employment.  The Employment Specialist Program brings a unique skill set to the VR&E program characterized as a marketing or public relations position. Employment Specialists approach rehabilitation from a marketing standpoint by involving employers and bringing employment to the rehabilitation table at the onset of a veterans program.





In Fiscal Year 2000, the VR&E Employment Specialist Pilot Program tested the concepts and principles described in the Employment Specialist concept paper.  The following guidelines were developed based on proven successes and strategies from the pilot program.





EMPLOYMENT SPECIALIST PROGRAM





a.  What do Employment Specialists do?


Employment Specialists work directly with prospective employers, community-based employment organizations, partnering agencies and VR&E staff to cultivate partnerships and most importantly identify career opportunities awaiting veterans when they complete their program of rehabilitation.





b.  What are the functions of an Employment Specialist?


The Employment Specialist functions as a liaison between VR&E case managers, employers, partnering agencies, stakeholders, and veterans in an effort to administer and coordinate employment activities.  The Employment Specialist conducts vital market research and analysis to establish the need or
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extent of specific career opportunities.  The Employment Specialist also creates feedback loops to assist VR&E staff in reviewing and analyzing program outcomes in order to identify areas needing improvement or adjustment.  This will allow the Employment Specialist to incorporate labor market trends into the program.





c.  How do Employment Specialists accomplish these functions?


Employment Specialists accomplish these functions by: 


Creating market awareness related to the value of employing disabled veterans


Stimulating employer demand for trained and/or experienced disabled veteran employees to satisfy recruitment, retention and succession strategies


Communicating these career opportunities back to the VR&E customers


Targeting veterans educational and training efforts that specifically meet employer's workforce strategies





What are the duties and responsibilities of an Employment Specialist?


Employment Specialists create workforce solutions for employers by marketing the value of hiring disabled veterans who are not only well-trained but who have already overcome more in their lives than they will face in the workforce.  Employment Specialists are also responsible for:


Serving as subject matter experts and human resource consultants to both the employer and VR&E community


Maintaining a marketing approach to creating employment-related networks and broadening public awareness of the value of hiring disabled veterans


Working with employers to create career opportunities for program participants and to create inroads to the hidden job market


Communicating to VR&E staffs information gathered from employers regarding employer in short and long-term recruitment strategies, insights to corporate culture and other labor market information


Serving as liaison and facilitator to VR&E case managers, veterans, employers and partnering agencies such as Department of Labor (DOL) to bridge any service delivery gaps





What are the primary components to conducting Employment   


	Specialist activities?


The primary components to conducting Employment Specialist activities are:


Communicating and Marketing with Local Labor Markets


Understanding Employment Trends


Establishing Feedback Loops to the VR&E Community


Knowing the Customer


In-House Employment Experts





How does the Employment Specialist communicate and market with the local labor market?


In order for Employment Specialists to communicate and market with the local labor market they must first understand their external environment.  Employment Specialists need to establish feedback loops to the VR&E community so that they become the workforce-planning solution for veterans.





Additionally, Employment Specialists need to know their customers -- both internal and external.  As marketers and advocates, face-to-face networking with employers, and business-related community organizations are proven to be the most effective practices in heightening employers' awareness.   Another effective way of communicating and marketing with the local labor market is to approach high-yield organizations face-to-face, including Chambers of Commerce and employers at local and statewide job fairs.





How do Employment Specialists understand employment


     	trends?


Through their established networks, Employment Specialists become familiar with the skill sets that employers are hiring.  The piloted approach that yielded the greatest impact was focusing on the high yield employment fields and identifying the top employers and top career categories in the Employment Specialist's assigned region.  Because rehabilitation and employment plans vary in duration, the identified top career categories should respond to short and long term demands.  





How do Employment Specialists establish feedback loops to the VR&E community?


Employment Specialists may utilize several tactics to provide feedback to the VR&E counselors who work with veterans to design employment and independent living plans.  Periodic employment focused meetings, staff meetings, e-mail, and in-house newsletters have proven successful mechanisms used in the pilot for providing employment trend information to counselors and veterans.





(4) How do Employment Specialists get to know the customer?


Employment Specialists get to know who their customers are by collaborating with VR&E staff and partners in learning opportunities.  During training and other meetings, Employment Specialists provide employment/labor market information and trends to VR&E staff and partnering staff such as DOL's placement specialists.  The internal focus with VR&E staff will increase the number of employment plans developed that are consistent with labor market trends and employer needs and meet the expectations of veterans.  





Employment Specialists should actively participate in business-related and community organizations meetings to include Chamber of Commerce, Economic Development Councils, Partnership Councils with the DOL, Small Business Administration, and/or State Rehabilitation Agencies and local employer networks to ensure organizational employment knowledge is continuously being updated and utilized.  





Another method of getting to know the customer is through face-to-face networking with employers and employer related communities such as Chambers of Commerce.  In addition, techniques such as creating learning opportunities with other VR&E staffs and partners, surveys, business memberships, presentations, and correspondence enhance an Employment Specialist's ability in getting to know the customer.





(5) How do Employment Specialists become in-house 	employment experts?


An Employment Specialist becomes an in-house employment expert by integrating himself or herself into the VR&E rehabilitation process.  As the employment consultant, the Employment Specialist shares labor market information with VR&E staff so that employment plans respond to short and long-term market demands and the staffing needs of potential employers.  Additionally, employment partners such as DOL's placement specialists are drawn into the process so those job-ready veterans are placed as quickly as possible.  





As the Employment Specialist program grows in each office, the involvement with DOL representatives and local employment representatives will assist veterans in connecting with local community resources that may prevent them from interrupting or withdrawing from the training or educational phase of their plan.  The community connection with a DOL representative ensures that veterans are receiving employment-related support throughout their rehabilitation program as they move toward their specific employment goal.





(6) Should the Employment Specialist activities link to other


	VR&E activities?


Yes.  The Employment Specialist activities should link to VR&E's communications initiatives, reengineering processes, employment services refinement, and the case management demonstration project.  These activities should be integrated into the case management process so that VR&E case managers may utilize employment and market demands information not only for employment purposes, but also for the development of Independent Living plans.  As veterans in Independent Living plans can transition into Employment Plans, it is critical for the Employment Specialist to remain involved in all facets of the rehabilitation process.





EMPLOYMENT SPECIALIST RESOURCE REQUIREMENTS





What resources are needed in order to create an Employment 


	Specialist Program?


A variety of resources will be needed to implement the Employment Specialist Program in VR&E.





	(1) Human Resources:  


The best candidate to be an Employment Specialist will be someone who:


Doesn't mind a non-traditional work schedule or workplace


Possesses marketing and public relations skills


Has strong organizational skills


Is strategic and forward thinking


Is a self-starter


Can act as a networking agent among inter/intra governmental agencies and private employment sectors


Has experience and knowledge of employment of persons with disabilities


Can research and analyze emerging employment issues and opportunities





	(2)	Other Resources:


The program needs resources from the local regional office and the Service Delivery Network (SDN).   





	Following is a breakdown of the resources required from each area:





(a) Regional Office Commitment:


Hiring the best candidate for the Employment Specialist position


Ensuring the most flexible work environment possible


Ensuring IT/automation access


Considering unique budget needs for the Employment Specialist such as:


travel requirements to accommodate networking and face-to-face meetings


marketing materials 


membership with business-related community organizations such as Chambers of Commerce





(b) SDN Commitment:


Sharing regional knowledge and expertise


Serving as a mentor to other regional offices


Sharing best practices





(c) Central Office Commitment:


VR&E Service in Central Office will support the Employment Specialist Program by:


Developing national budgets that support and expand the Employment Specialist Program


Developing and conducting skill-enhancement training programs for all Employment Specialists


Developing an Employment Specialist Handbook


Creating national marketing materials


Establishing and facilitating mentor relationships between experienced Employment Specialists and new hires


Integrating the Employment Specialist Program into the regulations and manual instructions, where appropriate





5.	DEPLOYING THE EMPLOYMENT SPECIALIST PROGRAM�


Is there a deployment mechanism that provides guidance in implementing the Employment Specialist Program?


Yes.  Sample deployment matrixes are found in Exhibit A of this circular.





b.  Are there any best practices to share?


Yes.  Best Practices were collected from the Employment Specialist Pilot Program and are found in Exhibit B of this circular.





6.	INQUIRIES�


a.  Where can more detailed information be found?


For more detailed information, please consult On Track to Employment -- Employment Specialist Pilot Initiative Final Report located on the VR&E Homepage, http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/28/vrcintra.htm.





NOTE:  Ten regional offices participated in testing the concepts of the Employment Specialist Program -- New York, Philadelphia, Roanoke, Washington, Atlanta, St. Petersburg, Chicago, Houston, Seattle, and Oakland.  The Employment Specialists at these regional offices should be called on as experts for assistance.





Who can answer questions on the Employment Specialist 


	Program?


The Strategic Planning and Information Management Staff of the VR&E Service can answer your questions.  Contact them at (202) 273-7419 or send e-mail to MAIL VBA 28 for delivery to the appropriate staff.
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�EXHIBIT A








LABOR COMMUNITY


�



VR&E COMMUNITY�
�
Stage I: (3-6 months)


�
Stage I: (3 – 6 months)�
�
Identify top employers and top career categories


Research and participate in business-related and community organizations


�
Develop inventory assessment of what job skills are being developed


Share labor market analysis with Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor (VRC)/Counseling Psychologist (CP)


Integrate labor market analysis into evaluation/planning and rehabilitation to employability (RTE) processes


Develop and maintain Career Resource Library or Community Resource Data


�
�
Stage II: (6 – 12 months)





Expand face-to-face employer and community-based organization marketing to remainder of VR&E markets


Continue to raise employer awareness and market demand








�
Stage II: (6 – 12 months)





Share job opportunities and labor market trends with VRC/CP and integrate into evaluation/planning process 


Provide consultative services to VR&E staff to establish a just in time strategy – to provide feedback regarding whether veterans are job ready


�
�
Stage III: (one year and beyond)�
Stage III: (one year and beyond)�
�
�
�
�
Continue to raise employer and partner awareness to stimulate employer orders through face-to-face networking, partnership meetings, direct mailings, speaking engagements, etc.


Increase employer knowledge of VR&E


Maintain and strengthen established employer relationships


Provide technical assistance to employers regarding disability management, accommodations, etc.�
Communicate opportunities to VR&E participants


Target veteran education and training efforts specifically to a chosen career opportunities 


Expand and improve employment opportunities


Increase staff knowledge of the employment market


�
�



�
�














The pilot Employment Specialists tested a variety of tactics and practices.  It was essential to test a variety of approaches to accommodate the unique needs of the offices, the veterans served by the offices, and the local employment environments.   As with any proof of concept pilot, some approaches worked and some did not.  However, upon final analysis, six practices were most notable, yielded the greatest return on investment, and can be utilized by every station establishing an Employment Specialist position. 








Practice�
Description�
�
Contacting Employers�
A variety of methods were recognized as effective strategies in contacting employers:





Targeted cold calling allowed information to be shared with employers with the intent of scheduling face-to-face meetings.  


Attending job fairs provided opportunities for direct employer contact and the sharing of VR&E marketing materials.  


Memberships in Chambers of Commerce and Employer Advisory Committees reinforce community awareness and allow for multiple employer contacts.  





These employer contacts are maintained through electronic communication and the utilization of community and government resources for identifying potential employers of veterans.�
�
Participating and Conducting Employer Meetings�
Several methods of employer meetings were found to be productive.  These included:


Meetings with state Department of Labor/Employment Representatives


On-site employer meetings


Employer participation in VR&E staff meetings


Meetings with employers who previously hired chapter 31 participants reinforced VR&E's commitment of ensuring employers are satisfied with their veteran-employee and solidified the VR&E�symbol 45 \f "Symbol" \s 12�-�Employer relationship.�
�
Sharing information with VR&E Staff�
Employment Specialists shared resources, labor market information and career trends with VR&E staff in staff meetings and real time situations.  Employment leads and partnerships with employers were shared with staff and partnering agencies by documenting information specific to a veteran in WINRS and by posting information on a VR&E bulletin board or via e-mail.  �
�
Development of Employers Relationships�
The majority of the employers contacted by Employment Specialists were reluctant to sign formal written employment agreements as suggested by the concept paper.   In contrast, employers provided general information on their company, job leads and job descriptions.  Employers also provided informational interviews with feedback to the Employment Specialists regarding each veteran interviewed.   �
�
Creating Employment Opportunities within VA, other Federal Agencies and Private Organizations�
Employment opportunities were developed within VA, other Federal Agencies and private organizations.  These include non-pay on-the-job training programs in all business lines within VA.  Opportunities will continue to be created by emphasizing the presidential mandate to employ more persons with disabilities within the federal government.  The relationships that have been developed during the pilot will be instrumental in fulfilling VA's commitment to hire 17,000 persons with disabilities within the next five years.  �
�
Network of Referrals �
The Employment Specialists through their contacts created an effective and symbiotic network of referrals with the employment community.  This network of employers, placement agencies, Department of Labor placement specialists, Chamber of Commerce members created an immense resource for meeting employers needs, specifically if the Employment Specialist could not specifically fulfill the need.  If the Employment Specialist didn't have a chapter 31 veteran to fulfill the job order then the order was passed to a DVOP for a disabled veteran -- if none were available, then the ES would seek veterans without a disability through the DVOP, Education Service, etc.  If the ES was still unable to fulfill the employer's need, he or she would seek outside contacts or referral sources. The network of referrals ensured that all exhaustive efforts were made to fulfill job orders from VR&E's new customer, the employer.


�
�
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EMPLOYMENT SPECIALIST DEPLOYMENT MATRIX





PROPOSED REGIONAL OFFICE INITIATIVES – �(Based On Pilot Station Best Practices)











