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VI professionals consist of a diverse set of individuals who work (or have worked) as teachers of students with visual impairments, orientation and mobility specialists, rehabilitation teachers, rehabilitation counselors and/or low vision therapists.  All areas are experiencing critical shortages.  Among the goals of the Personnel Shortage Initiative is to increase awareness of, and attract people to the VI professions.  Critical to developing a message to attract new candidates is understanding what brought existing professionals into the field. Surveying existing professionals for this data is a commonly accepted practice in recruiting.

A survey was developed to explore these questions. The goal of the survey included determining how often a VI profession is a “second career” and information about the previous career. Additional questions inquired about factors that contributed to selecting a VI career, and sources of information about the careers.

The survey (about 1 printed page) was primarily distributed via email.  It was presented on five national listserves and then distributed to state, regional, and agency listserves.  Results were posted back to these listserves. At that time several people noticed that limited data were available for rehabilitation counselors, rehabilitation teachers and low vision therapists. As a result people from these groups sent in additional data.  A total of 415 responses have been received.  Additional profession-specific data will be sought if it is deemed necessary after consulting with a marketing communication specialist.  The primary cost of this survey was that of the researcher’s time.  No duplication or mailing costs were incurred.  

Results 

The largest group of responders (54%) was teachers of students with visual impairments (TVIs).  Also represented were O&M specialists (27%), rehabilitation teachers (9%), rehabilitation counselors (5%) and low vision therapists (5%).  Many people indicated that they had functioned in more than one VI profession.  For this executive summary the responses have been aggregated to reflect the group as a whole.  Profession-specific information is available upon request and a more complete report will follow.  Attached is a summary of the responses to specific questions.

The majority (63%) of the respondents indicated that they had had another career prior to entering a VI profession.  Of these, most had previously work in special education or a disability-related field (35%), followed by general education (26%).  Additional career areas noted included various business professions and other human service professions, such as social work.

The participants were asked what factors contributed to their choosing a VI profession.  The most popular response was that they liked teaching but wanted the non-traditional setting or non-traditional population (16%).  “Seems stimulating or challenging”(12%) and the appeal of working in a helping profession (12%) were the next most common responses.

When asked about how they found out about VI professions the most common responses were information from a university (22%), someone already working in the field recruited them (20%) and/or they knew a person with a visual impairment in another context and got interested (14%).

Using this information 

For the purposes of recruitment, this information will primarily be used in two ways; to assist in identifying sources for potential VI professionals and to craft recruitment tools that will appeal to candidates. 

This survey provides data to support the belief that most existing professionals came to the VI field from after working in another career or field.  We also have information about where and how to target our recruitment campaign.  Based on this data, we know that existing educators not only become teachers of students with visual impairments, they also become O&M specialists and rehabilitation teachers.  This information will be important, especially if the Medicare bill passes.

Prior to this survey, other efforts researching sources for VI professionals, especially teachers, have emphasized the fact that contact with a person with a visual impairments, or a VI professional was a critical factor.  This survey takes that information a step further; it asked what factors caused the respondent to change their profession.  This survey also provided information for each of the five VI-related professions.  With this data, for example, printed materials will be able to emphasize the stimulating, non-traditional nature of a VI profession.  Recruiting for five distinct professions is challenging.  Now that we have data on each of these professions we can use the information to leverage our recruitment strategies and strengthen our recruitment tools. Using previous-career information we will know where to target our recruitment efforts.  It will also be possible to customize the message to the specific VI profession.  

