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Abstract

For the 14th consecutive year, Ofek Liyladenu runs Employment on the Horizon Program in cooperation with leading companies. The program provides job training and placement for teens with visual impairments from all over Israel during the summer vacation. This innovative program was developed in response to overwhelming difficulties encountered by youngsters with visual impairments when seeking summer employment: a combination of employers’ attitudes, misunderstandings and social misconceptions about blindness. The success of this program is mainly due to the careful preparation of both the youths and the people involved in the prospective work environment – a very careful matching of the candidates and their abilities to the specific job requirements. The teens are employed in many different jobs, including physical jobs, clerical jobs, industrial assembling, computer related jobs, bank tellers and youth guides in summer day-camps for children with visual impairments. The program offers our youngsters an equal opportunity to obtain and benefit from summer jobs just as their sighted peers can and do. It is truly beneficial not just for the visually impaired persons themselves, but also to the wider circle of people: friends, family, school and employers. This program made the youngsters see themselves and be seen as independent and productive, and it allows them to fully enjoy their right for equal participation in society. 

The Challenge of Employment for People with Visual Impairments in Israel

According to the recent report of November 2015 by the State Comptroller
, only 26% of blind and visually impaired people in Israel (between the ages 19 and 64) are employed, with very few of whom working in full time positions. Experts emphasize that the earlier individuals with disabilities are introduced into the world of employment, the greater their chances of successful employment in the future (Wolffe 2014; Brolin 1997). It is especially beneficial when constructed as a positive experience in employment during the formative years as a youngster: “opportunities to work are crucial to the life success of individuals with disabilities…To work is to demonstrate competence and ability.” (Wolffe, 1999, p.25). 
Employment on the Horizon - Youth Training for Employment

In 2002 Ofek Liyladenu developed its summer work program to address the difficulty of teens with visual impairments in gaining work experience. The program provides the teens with positive experience which enables them to later enter into full-time, meaningful employment. It offers our youngsters equal opportunity to obtain and benefit from summer jobs just as their sighted peers can and do (photos 1-2). The work experience is valuable for future service in the army or national service, as well as their future as independent and self-sufficient adults. It is truly beneficial not just to the visually impaired person himself, but also to wider social circles: friends, family, school, employers and their clients. 
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Photo 1: Inbal (16) – office work
       Photo 2: David (14)– toy store

The Goals of the Program are to:

· Prepare teens with visual impairment for a positive future of employment through practical summer job experience.

· Raise levels of self-esteem and independence among visually impaired teens. 

· Make the parents believe in the capabilities of their children, see them as independent and productive persons, and be proud of them.

· Raise awareness among the employers and their clients, and among the general public regarding the employability of visually impaired people.

· Increase knowledge regarding vocational training and placement of people with disabilities.

· Become a center of knowledge and counseling for youngsters with visual impairments and for professionals in the field.

Program Components

This unique program is based on a comprehensive approach to training of the youngsters followed by a practical work experience within a regular workplace, which takes into consideration the different needs of teens with visual impairments and of those with blindness. The program is advertised to educators, professionals and service providers in the field, as well as to parents and teens. A key support is provided by the Ministry of Education that identifies possible candidates, inform and refer youth across the country to the program. 

Then we recruit visually impaired teens aged 14-19 from all over Israel, interview the candidates and map their abilities and disability. Special attention is given to motivation to work, level of independence and ability to commute to work, assessment of their visual impairment as well as their accessibility needs. 

The program coordinator explores job opportunities with our partners. Through the years, strong connections have been developed in the business sector thus providing placement for visually impaired youngsters in workplaces across the country. Our major partners, Harel Insurance and Finance, Discount Bank and The Fishman Group (with chain stores like Toys R Us) have nationwide spread branches. Additional employers include service organizations for the blind, community centers and day-camps for children with visual impairments . The program team then conducts a careful matching of the specific job requirements and its location to the candidates' abilities and needs. Mandatory training days (photos 3-8, 11) take place at the end of the school year, wherein the teens learn and exercise various activities, acquire necessary employment skills and prepare for the job itself. 
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Photos 3-4: training days
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Photos 5-8: training days

Traditionally, the training is conducted in cooperation with our business partners who provide the venue and services for these days. They also provide organizational consultants who run the workshops during the training days. All the youngsters go through a job interview organized by the team, who accompanys and supports the youngsters through the interviews. Together, the youngster, the employer and the coordinator agree on mutual expectations from the work period and tasks. The youngsters work at least two weeks (as do their sighted peers who enroll for summer jobs), paid by their employer and get the legal salary based on their age (photos 9-10 of teens at the workplace). 

During the work period in the summer, the program team maintains regular communication with every teen, with his employer, and with the parents if required. Monitoring is fundamental to the program: initially, through an ongoing follow up by the team - experienced community social workers. Work progress is checked and any problem that may arise is addressed immediately. Through meetings, phone conversations and on-site assistance, the team ensures emotional and technical support. Guidance to supervisors and coworkers involved with each youth employed, and mentoring of the youngsters along the process is offered.
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Photos 9-10: Amit and Roni – office work

Every year at the end of the summer a closing event takes place. This is a wonderful occasion where youngsters, their parents and the employers gather to celebrate the successful experiences, share stories and reflect on lessons and ideas. 

Evaluation of the Program

An annual evaluation of the program is conducted to assess the successes and challenges, and identify required changes for the following year. It includes questionnaires following the training days, end of program questionnaires, personal interviews to all involved in the program. The data gathered is analyzed, and recommendations for next cycle are drafted. 
In 2008, Prof. Beyth-Marom from The Open University of Israel published an independent research to evaluate the program
. The findings reinforced the importance of the program, its accomplishments and its contribution to all involved.   
The 2015 Program

The 2015 summer program was the largest ever, with 8% increase in the number of participants compared to the previous year. Interviews were held with 81 teens between the ages 14 to 19 years old (of whom 7 blind) in order to assess the extent of their visual impairment, their capabilities and their motivation. 62 of the interviewees (of which 4 blind) continued to the training. The training (June 2015) was conducted two separate groups: (1) first year participants, and (2) participants from previous years. This separation allows us to focus on different themes with each group. In addition, special adjustments were introduced to enable full participation of the blind youngsters, e.g. written materials were available in Braille and all presentations and activities were made accessible with the help of a staff member who accompanied the teen. 
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Photo 11: Teens at the training day

For the first group, the focus was on exposure to the work environment, safe independent commuting to work, developing skills in personal presentation, body language, interpersonal skills, interviewing skills and rules of the workplace. The second group focused on creative thinking - thinking out of the box and creative ways to solve problems. 

The second day was facilitated for all participants jointly and focused on fraud and internet safety, a workshop on “dilemmas at the workplace”, a visit to the bank’s call center including experiencing actual supervised work for a short period. The day was concluded with a discussion panel with graduates of the program from previous years. 
Following the training, interviews by potential employers were arranged for the youngsters, and placement was agreed upon. Forty-five youngsters worked in 31 places of employment: Fishman Group (Toys r Us; Home Center; Mivne and others), Discount Bank, Harel Insurance and Finance, the Central Library for the Blind, the Israel Center for the Blind, Migdal-Or (the center for functional and vocational rehabilitation of the visually impaired or blind people), Community Center Summer Camps in community centres. Each youngster in the program worked a minimum of two weeks. The youngsters worked through July and August 2015 and were visited at the workplace by the team. The jobs included clerical work (26), telemarketing (4), customers service in shops and on the phone (8) and guidance on summer camp or clients (7).
Special attention was given to serve and support the blind teens, which included extended assessment involving their parents and teachers. The selection of workplaces for the blind teens was carefully managed as well, and they worked in organizations that provide services for the blind. Thus making effective use of their advantage as youngsters who master new technologies to provide support to blind adult users of technology. 

The program team provided an on-going support on two levels: first, on the programmatic level: through the training which was professional, diverse and designed to address the youngsters’ capabilities and needs. Second, on the individual level: through personal interviews at the participants’ homes, accompanying the teens to interview with the employers, visits at the workplace and more. 
The traditional ‘End of the Program Event’ was hosted in an accessible location in Tel Aviv, where teens, parents, employers and the team celebrated the successes and achievements of the year  (see photos 12-14).
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Photo 12:Eden (16) with her employer Gaby with the program team Oshrit and Dalit.
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Photos 13-14: Guy Simchi, Director of the Center for the Blind in Israel, congratulates the program participants.

2015 Program Evaluation

The 2015 evaluation results are very positive and affirm the importance of the program – all the teens reported a sense of achievement, and a large majority indicated that they gained independence through the program while overcoming challenges due to their disability (75%-80%): “The work gave me a sense of independence, that I am an adult, a grown up, getting up every morning and going to work was awesome”, wrote 15 years old Ido. 

The youngsters were proud of being able to obtain employment, earn money, and felt their work contributed to the employers (86%). They expressed their interest in participating in the program the following year as well: “I joined the program to be independent, discover new things and show my parents that I can earn money myself. I felt what real life is and it was such fun to work and earn money by myself”. 

Another aspect was the positive impact on the teens was the result of the respect and recognition shown by their friends and parents (65%-70%). The parents noted as extremely positive the fact that the teens gained independence and it was a revelation for the parents to realize their child’s abilities (84%): “My son woke up happy and willingly every day, he was busy with his work at the bank, they trusted him and gave him many tasks and responsibilities which made him feel proud and a sense of achievement. I watched him progress and contribute, and it made me proud and happy to see him happy and contented.” The parents appreciated the work experience and the opportunity of the teens to deal with, and solve challenges and problems (70%): “Roni learned that he can do everything with his visual impairment, and that he can overcome difficulties. As a parent I was pleased to see him act independently and go through new experiences daily.”

The employers’ feedback is very positive as well. All employers expressed their satisfaction and sense of achievement from the summer program. The majority noted the importance of the training and the job interview as a key step in the process (90%), and in this respect emphasized the key role of the program’s team and their support during the program period. They noted the diligence and determination of the teens (85%), and as a result their own willingness to employ people with disability in the future.  82% of the employers indicated that their involvement in the program benefited them personally and directly: “I have such a great satisfaction from my involvement in the program!! It allowed Eden (the teen) to accomplish her dream. I will always be happy to accept workers with special needs and integrate them in employment. To me, they are equal and they have the same rights as all of us.“

Conclusion

After 15 years, Employment on the Horizon is a well-established program that makes visually impaired youngsters see themselves, and be seen as independent and productive members of society. They see the process they went through as a very positive experience, emphasizing the social aspect, the feeling of independence and self-confidence they developed, and the skills they acquired. Participants also felt that the program not only contributed to them personally but to the employers and the wider community.

Hundreds of teens have participated in the program since its launch in 2002 and in addition to its many achievements we would like to conclude with the words of 24 year-old Guy: “I’m on a job hunt these days, and I could not survive this difficulty period and the disappointment of rejection, if not for my participation in the program as a teen. I learned that I can work and that employers can benefit from my skills and abilities. It gave me the mental strength to persevere and believe that I shall do it eventually.”   

Ofek Liyladenu is a non-profit association funded by donations. The association is a big supportive diverse community for more than 1200 families from all faiths and nationalities, and provides services, support and representation to the children and their families.
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