Attachment a-3:  Focus Group Protocol

I.
Registration  (10 minutes – prior to start of session)

As people arrive, moderators should greet each individual, check their name on the list of participants for the session, and ask him/her to complete the Registration Form. Be prepared to provide assistance as needed.  The registration process allows early arrivals to be occupied while they wait for late arrivals. Begin the focus groups as close to the designated start time as possible. Late arrivals may complete their forms at the end of the session. The seating arrangement should be designed so that participants can see each other.

II.
Introductions  (10 minutes)

Welcome.  We would like to first thank you for taking the time to participate in a focus group discussion about the experiences of people with significant disabilities who have been able to successfully obtain employment.

The Lewin Group and Berkeley Planning Associates are conducting a study for the US Department of Health and Human Services designed to collect extensive information on the experiences of people with disabilities in competitive employment and the supports that enable them to be competitively employed. The study is intended to advance the understanding of the supports people with significant disabilities use to successfully participate in employment, supports that would improve their employment outcomes, and supports that would improve the employment outcomes of those who are not employed. 

We want to emphasize that, in this study, we define ‘supports’ very broadly. They are basically anything that has helped you to obtain and keep employment. They may be informal supports such as help provided by friends, co-workers, or family members, or they may be formal state or federal programs that have given you assistance to help you work, even if work is not the primary purpose of the assistance (e.g., housing assistance, income support programs). 

The information you provide during the focus group today will inform policies being developed at the federal and state levels designed to promote the employment of people with disabilities, and to develop further research on these issues. 

Turn on tape recorder now.

This session is being tape recorded.  We are recording the session because we want to make certain that we get all of your comments.  All of your comments will be confidential.  No names of individuals will be revealed in the summary of the information collected during the session or in any reports developed for the study.

Because this study is being conducted for a government agency, the information that is being collected is subject to the Paperwork Reduction Act.  Under the Act, a federal agency may not conduct or sponsor, and a person is not required to respond to, a collection of information unless it displays a currently valid Office of Management and Budget control number. (You will find that number on your registration and feedback forms.) We estimate that participating in this focus group will take between one and a half and three hours (including travel time), and that the time required to participate in a focus group will average about two hours (including travel time). Your participation in this focus group is voluntary, meaning that you are free to choose not to participate.

Before we begin, let’s take just a few minutes to introduce ourselves to one another. 

Moderators should introduce themselves and then have participants reveal their first names, describe the type of work they do, and say how long they have had their disabilities. 

III.
Ground Rules for Discussion (3 minutes)

· We would like to hear from each participant throughout the discussion. However, each person does not have to answer every question.

· There are several topic areas we need to cover today. Thus, we must keep the discussion moving and may need to interrupt someone who is talking.  Please do not be offended by this gesture.  We want to be sure that we get a chance to have discussion about each topic.

· Remember that there are no right or wrong answers. We are interested in the real-life experiences that you have had as a working person with a disability.  It is okay that your experiences with employment supports may be different from others in the group.

· If there are no questions, let’s get started.

IV.
Focus Group Topics 

Each of the three broad topics will be addressed in each focus group session. The Moderator should provide one 10-15 minute break after about 50 minutes of discussion.  The total amount of time for each focus group session should be from 1.5 to 2 hours.

Let me start by saying that all of you were selected to participate in the focus group because you are competitively employed despite having a significant impairment or disability. For this study, we are interested in learning about the supports and other factors that have contributed to your ability to work in the competitive labor market. In discussing your experiences, we are going to divide the discussion into three distinct events or time periods:

1.  The supports and experiences you had when your disability first occurred, or during childhood,  if your disability occurred at a very early age;

2.  The supports and experiences you had when you looked for and obtained your first job after completing school; and

3.  The ongoing supports you use to maintain your current employment.

In each case, we would like to know the two or three most important things that helped you become employed or stay employed. This includes things that might have been provided by family, friends, a private organization, an employer, the government, or anyone else. They might be things that are specifically meant to help you become employed or stay employed (for example, job search assistance), but they don't have to be (for example, housing assistance). They might be things that are designed specifically for people with disabilities (for example, vocational rehabilitation), but they don't have to be (general education or training programs). We are, of course, very interested in how major public programs that provide assistance to people with disabilities have helped, or hindered you in your employment efforts, and how they might be changed to better support your work efforts. Examples of these are the State's vocational rehabilitation program, Social Security Administration programs that provide income support to people with disabilities (SSI and SSDI), Medicaid, Medicare, and housing assistance. We are also interested in privately-provided supports Examples of these include workplace accommodations private insurance and support from family and friends. We have put a list of possible supports up on the wall so you can see the wide range of things this study considers as supports.

Topic #1:  Supports Received at Disability Onset/During Childhood (30 minutes)

I’d like to begin the discussion of the kinds of supports or services you or your family may have gotten when you first became disabled, or during childhood if your disability began when you were very young. Please take a few seconds to think about the supports you had or other experiences that occurred during your childhood that significantly contributed to your ability to obtain a job and work in competitive employment as an adult.  

Probes:

· role of education, special education, extra-curricular activities, training; 

· role of family and friends;

· role of public income support, health insurance, and other programs;

· role of drugs, treatments, medical care, medical devices;

· how were services/supports learned about, how financed/provided;

· changes in eligibility for or use of specific services at age 18;

· circumstances/supports surrounding educational decisions at age 18;

· family/peer/teacher expectations and perceptions of disability, role models, mentors;

· 
Topic #2:  Supports That Were Key to Obtaining First Adult Job (35 minutes)

Now, I’d like to talk about the supports that most helped you get your first significant job after you finished school.  Take a few seconds to think back to how you found your first job.  

What do you think were the most important factors associated with your finding and getting that first job?

Probes:

· motivation to look for and get first the job;

· role of education, training, internships, VR, job prep/search, income support programs;

· role of family and friends;

· use of programs/resources not specifically for persons with disabilities;

· how were services/supports learned about, how financed/provided;

· role, attitude, and policies of employer in recruiting, providing/denying accommodations;

· family/peer/teacher expectations and perceptions of disability, employer contacts, mentors;

· delays in getting a job to avoid loss of benefits;

· 
Topic #3:  Ongoing Supports Key to Sustaining Current Employment (30 minutes)
Now, I’d like to talk about the things that help you to work now.  Please take a few seconds to think about the most important services or supports you currently use, or other factors currently in your life, that contribute to your ability to work in the competitive labor market.  What are the most important supports or factors that allow you to work with your disability?
Probes:

· role of education, training, VR, DI, SSI, Medicare, Medicaid, other public/private assistance;

· role of drugs, treatments, medical care, medical devices;

· use of programs/resources not specifically for persons with disabilities;

· how were services/supports learned about, how financed/provided;

· management of earnings/work effort to maintain benefit eligibility;

· interruptions in employment and supports used to return to work;

· role, attitude, and policies of employer in recruiting, providing/denying accommodations;

· family/peer/teacher expectations and perceptions of disability, employer contacts, mentors;

· additional supports/services (or changes to supports you have) that would make it easier to work.

V.
Summary and Conclusion (15 minutes)

At this point, the moderator should take a moment to thank everyone for his or her candid and comprehensive remarks.  Highlight some of the key points made under each of the broad topics, and ask the group if there is anything they would briefly like to add to the discussion.  Remind the group about the purpose and goal of the session today, which was to collect detailed information on the experiences of people with significant disabilities in regard to employment.  

End the session by, again, thanking the group and distributing the Post-Focus Group Feedback Form. Also, remind those who have not completed their Registration Form to do so before leaving. If specific participants have difficulty completing the forms or do not have time to complete them on-site, provide them with an addressed, postage-paid envelope to return the forms.
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