State of Connecticut, Department of Rehabilitation Services; Bureau of Education and Services for the Blind

KEY- Proposed new language is found in underlined text in between asterisks *. Proposed deletions to existing language are words contained within brackets [   ].

Post-Secondary Training

Policy

Post-secondary training programs are those which, 1) are offered specifically to individuals who have completed a high school diploma, high school equivalency, or who are beyond the age of compulsory school attendance. They include programs at institutions of higher education (e.g., universities, colleges, community/ junior colleges, vocational schools, technical institutes, or hospital schools of nursing). Post-secondary institutions must be accredited for the Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division to use their services. Clients being considered for post-secondary training must have a high school diploma or GED. When possible, high school records, etc. will be obtained for the case record. If documenting evidence is unavailable, appropriate psychological testing may be provided and reviewed by the Counselor.

Financial participation by the Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division in providing training and training services in institutions of higher education shall be made in accordance with an appropriately completed Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) and under the following conditions:

(a) No training in institutions of higher education shall be paid for by the Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division unless maximum efforts have been made to secure comparable benefits or grant assistance, in whole or in part, from other sources to pay for such training. Grant assistance, for purposes of this policy, refers to basic grant entitlement under student financial aid programs.

(b) In pursuing a determination of available comparable benefits, the client shall make application to the training institution's financial aid office (FAO) and shall cooperate in the provision of all information required by the FAO in its calculation of the client's eligibility for financial assistance.

(c) The client shall give written authorization to the Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division and the FAO to exchange information relevant to the determination of eligibility for financial assistance in accordance with the State Personal Data Act and regulations thereunder.

(d) Application by the client to the FAO will be made in sufficient time to permit a decision to be rendered by the FAO prior to the starting date of training.

(e) A client will not be required to apply for funds available to him/her through student loans to meet the costs of training.

(f) Financial participation by the Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division in the provision of such training will be limited to the amount of the client's unmet need as determined by the FAO. Client work study or summer earnings shall be included as part of the calculation of client financial need only when the client is realistically able to participate in a work study program or has summer earnings.

(g) The Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division shall not substitute its vocational rehabilitation funds for the family contribution portion as determined by the FAO. If the Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division determines that computation by the FAO is clearly erroneous and time or other circumstances make it impossible or impractical for the client to have the computation by the FAO corrected, the State Director may substitute funds from vocational rehabilitation for the family contribution in an amount not to exceed the amount by which the computation by the FAO is determined to be in error. This policy shall not apply to expenses that will be incurred by a client which result from his or her disability.

(h) For all students with Individualized Plan for Employments (IPEs) or Amendments that are developed after February 1, 1996 which initiate training services in institutions of higher education (such as colleges, universities, and post-secondary vocational or technical training programs), the cost of tuition/fees and room/board attributable to the course of study shall be based upon such costs at Central Connecticut State University. The costs of such services for students who had an IPE or Amendment in effect prior to February 1, 1996 that included training services provided by institutions of higher education may be based on costs for these training services at the University of Connecticut. The maximum level of BESB Vocational Rehabilitation funding for these services will not exceed the unmet need of the client and will be based on the costs associated with each category of service (tuition/fees representing one category and room/ board representing the other category) at Central Connecticut State University or the University of Connecticut, as applicable. For programs of study that are not available at Central Connecticut State University, the University of Connecticut costs shall apply. If the program of study is not available at either school, then the Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division may pay such costs as are reasonable for the client to attend the program. Special support services, provided to enable a client to participate in training, will be paid above and beyond the cost of attending the college or university.

(i) All clients who participate in training at institutions of higher education will be required to maintain an overall grade point average of 2.0 or higher. Any client who falls below this level will be subject to withholding of Vocational Rehabilitation Services Division funds for subsequent semesters until such time as the client can achieve the minimum grade point standard.

(j) All clients must submit grades to their Rehabilitation Counselors at the end of each semester. Funding for all subsequent semesters will be contingent upon submittal of satisfactory grades.

(k) Students shall participate in full time training as defined by the institution, unless mitigating factors can be documented as to the reason(s) that make it unfeasible for this level of participation.

(l) Students who are participating in post-secondary coursework for diagnostic purposes under a trial work or extended evaluation period, or for diagnostic purposes to substantiate the appropriateness of a career choice prior to the development or amendment of an IPE shall not be required to seek financial aid for the duration of the assessment period. *For students attending a State of Connecticut community college, the first two semesters of coursework may be considered as diagnostic assessment semesters to assist with the development of an IPE or amendment or to substantiate the appropriateness of a career choice of an existing IPE or amendment.*
(m) Students who are ineligible to receive financial aid due to a prior history of default on a student loan must have a documented repayment plan in place with the educational institution or lending authority before agency funds may be considered for higher education training.

Procedures

(i) General Procedures

1. The Counselor and client must determine whether post-secondary training is necessary to achieve a vocational goal.

2. With the exceptions of using a training program for diagnostic purposes to determine eligibility under a trial work period or extended evaluation, or for determining rehabilitation need as part of a comprehensive assessment, all training must be provided under an Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) to achieve a vocational goal.

3. Although clients have the choice to select any accredited college or post-secondary program which provides training toward their vocational goal, agency funding is limited to the cost of a comparable program within the state college/university system including community colleges as described above. This may, therefore, influence the client's final choice of school. The final dollar amount of funding will be determined using the procedure for use of financial aid and other comparable benefits.

The only exceptions to this are:

a) the program is not available within the state college or university system, or

b) the client, due to his or her disability, needs special services not available within the state system.

4. The student/client must be informed that

he/she must:

a) apply for aid through the Financial Aid Office (FAO) at the institution in a timely manner to ensure agency sponsorship for the training period. The applicant or client must also give written authorization to the agency and the FAO to exchange information relevant to the determination of eligibility for financial assistance;

b) attend classes as stipulated by the institution;

c) maintain at least the minimum grades (2.0 GPA where that grading system is used) necessary for successful completion of the program; and

d) contact the Counselor at the end of each semester or term to discuss the progress and provide to the Counselor a written copy of transcripts of the grades achieved during that term or semester. Clients should contact the Counselor whenever any problems arise which may affect their successful participation in the program;

e) discuss any deviation from the planned program established in the IPE. Mutual agreement on any change is necessary prior to the continuation of any agency-sponsored program.

5. The Counselor shall complete the agency financial aid worksheet (BESB 100) to determine the amount of agency financial participation, after receiving the form from the school's financial aid officer (FAO).

6. Summer school attendance will be considered if necessary due to course sequencing or is necessary because of disability-related needs. Sponsorship for summer school may also be considered when it can be demonstrated that it is cost-effective, by allowing the client to complete the program sooner.

7. A student is required to maintain a grade point average (GPA) of 2.0 or higher. The Counselor, by letter, must advise any student whose overall GPA falls below this level that the student will have one semester to raise the overall GPA to 2.0, or they will not receive VR funding for subsequent semesters. When the student can verify to VR an overall 2.0 GPA, the Counselor will be authorized to resume financial support.

8. All students will be required to participate in the post-secondary educational program on a full-time basis (usually 12 or more credit hours per semester as determined by the training institution). The only exception to this would be when documentation substantiates that because of disability-related needs and/or unique personal circumstances, the client is unable to enroll on a full-time basis.

9. To avoid unnecessary delays in the authorization of funding for spring semesters, it is understood that fall semester grades may not arrive in sufficient time to be used for review prior to school deadlines for funding commitments. In these instances, Counselors may use grades obtained from the semester immediately preceding the fall semester (summer or prior spring term) to reach a determination that the student is in good standing with the training program. In these situations, the student is expected to submit grades immediately upon receiving them. For students who have marginal grade point averages, the Counselor can consider requesting a deferment of billing until grades are available.

(ii) Use of Comparable Benefits for Services in Institutions of Higher Education

In accordance with federal regulations, the [Board] Bureau of Education and Services for the Blind has formalized a working relationship with the Financial Aid Officers of Connecticut for the purpose of implementing financial assistance as a comparable benefit. Under these regulations VR must require clients to make application for, and accept those comparable benefit services to which they are entitled from another agency, as long as such services are adequate and do not interfere with achieving the client's employment goal. If the eligible VR client refuses to apply for services for which he/she may be eligible or accept services to which he/she is entitled from another agency as a comparable benefit when receipt of such services are adequate or do not interfere with achieving the employment goal, VR cannot provide the service using VR funds. This policy does not apply to expenses to be incurred by the client which result from his or her disability.

In those cases where post-secondary educational or vocational training is an integral part of the IPE, the VR Counselor will provide the client with a financial aid form (BESB 100), who in turn, will forward it to the financial aid officer (FAO) of the institution where the client is planning to attend. The (FAO) will complete Part B of the financial aid form and return it to the VR Counselor. The Counselor will use this information to determine VR's financial participation in the training program. The VR Counselor will complete Part C of the financial aid form and return it to the FAO. A copy of this financial aid form will be placed in the client's case record of services. Only a letter from the FAO which clearly states that neither financial aid nor a family contribution are available is an acceptable substitute for a completed BESB 100. Students who are ineligible for financial aid due to default status on prior student loans must make arrangements for repayment of the loan before the Counselor can make a determination as to the level of agency funding. Documentation of the repayment arrangement will be recorded in the case record of services.

(iii) Agency Financial Participation

The amount of financial participation under the Vocational Rehabilitation Program is contingent on:

1. The availability of funding. Authorizations should be made for only one semester at a time with an explanation to the student/family that subsequent semester support may be affected by funding levels for this program.

2. VR financial support for post-secondary educational programs can only be approved for those cases where the client has made proper and timely application to the appropriate Financial Aid Officer (FAO) for consideration of comparable benefits. The maximum level of funding cannot exceed the unmet need, as determined by the FAO, and the applicable fee schedule.

3. The maximum level of VR support (not including special needs) is outlined above in the Policy Section. The only exception will be an approved educational plan that requires specialized curricula available only at a more expensive program. All exceptions must be reviewed/approved by the VR Supervisor and the State Director.

Books and Supplies

Policy

Books and supplies, including notebooks, software necessary to participate in coursework, pens, etc. may be provided to enable a client to participate in training consistent with his or her Individualized Plan for Employment.  This service may also be provided to support the participation of a client in a diagnostic evaluation at an institution of higher education.

 The Vocational Rehabilitation Division will provide up to [$60] *$100.00* per course for a student enrolled in an approved institution of higher education to provide training.  The State Director may allow costs beyond this amount in situations where the student can provide written documentation that substantiates higher costs for training materials that the student is not able to reasonably contribute toward.  Requests for additional funding beyond the standard amount should be submitted to the State Director, in writing, prior to making purchases beyond the authorized amount.

Since a client may require two sets of books in order to have one set available for a reader to record audio tapes from, the Division will permit the purchase of one full set of books without consideration of available comparable benefits.  However, where the cost of books and supplies was used by the financial aid officer to calculate the level of unmet need of a student, the total level of unmet need cannot be exceeded when calculating the funding level for books and supplies.

In situations where a textbook or other educational material(s) are required for participation in the classroom or educational experience, and the combined cost of the textbook or other educational material(s) and any required adaptations to make the textbook or other educational material(s) accessible is in excess of $1,000, BESB shall enter in to a cost sharing partnership with the college, university or educational institution at which the textbook or other educational material(s) will be used.  If a cost-sharing arrangement cannot be obtained, or a satisfactory response cannot be obtained within a timely manner, Vocational Rehabilitation will purchase the textbook or educational material(s), provided that documentation of such refusal to enter in to a cost-sharing partnership by the college, university or other institution of higher education is provided.

Any cost-sharing partnerships entered by Vocational Rehabilitation, or the receipt of documentation of a refusal of participation in such a partnership on the part of the college, university or other institution of higher education, will insure the student will be provided the textbook or educational material(s) in a timely manner so as to not adversely affect his/her progress in the program.  The student shall not be responsible for negotiating the cost-sharing arrangement and his/her program will not be delayed due to these negotiations.

Procedure

Clients may obtain books and supplies to support their participation in training at accredited institutions of higher education.  The service must be planned for in the Individualized Plan for Employment, or amendment to the program.  The Counselor will review the need for this service with the client prior to the beginning of each semester.  Authorizations for books and supplies will be issued to the bookstore whenever possible.  However, clients may receive authorizations directly to expedite the provision of this service.  Clients are to be advised by the Counselor that authorized levels cannot be exceeded.  Any unanticipated need for additional books and supplies must be reviewed with the Counselor in advance of purchase in order to be considered.

Where the cost of books and supplies was included in the calculation to determine the level of unmet need for funding of a program of study, the total unmet need cannot be exceeded when considering the level of funding.

If a client has not made application for financial aid, then one set of books may be purchased at the cost of up to [$60]    *$100.00* per course as covered in the policy section.

If the cost of any individual textbook or educational material(s), combined with the conversion of the text or material into an accessible format is projected to exceed $1,000, the Counselor shall work with the institution of higher education to negotiate a cost-sharing arrangement for the cost of the textbook or material(s) and the conversion costs.  The agreement shall be documented in a letter or email by the Counselor to the educational institution.   Should the institution either refuse to enter into such an agreement or delay the development of such an agreement by more than 10 business days from the Counselor’s initiation of a written request, or within 60 calendar days of the start date of the program or coursework, whichever comes first, the Counselor shall document the delay or refusal in the case record of services, and then proceed with authorization of the books and/or materials. The Counselor shall notify the Vocational Rehabilitation Supervisor of such delays. The Supervisor shall seek finalization of a cost sharing arrangement, if possible, to be applied toward the payment of the authorized textbook or material(s). Efforts to secure such an arrangement by the Supervisor, or failure to achieve such a cost sharing arrangement shall be documented in the case record of services.  

Receipts verifying the provision of books and supplies must be submitted with the billing invoice for payments to be processed.  Clients who choose to have authorizations provided directly to them must be informed by the Counselor of the need to provide receipts.

