FOCUS GROUP REPORT

Building A Bridge to Self Employment 

For People With Disabilities Project

In the summer of 2005 one-day community mapping workshops were held in five communities across Canada.  The purpose of the workshops was to identify existing services available in each community to assist persons with disabilities (PWD) pursue self-employment.  The workshops also identified gaps in services and issues regarding self-employment for PWD.

In the fall of 2005 one-day focus group were held in the same five communities to further explore those issues and how existing services can be strengthened.  The following is a summary of the key themes that were discussed by approximately 50 participants at the five sites. The following input from participants will be used to inform the content and structure of both local and a national community learning network that will provide tangible assistance to PWD pursuing self-employment through face-to-face services and online technology.

While a number of suggestions by participants are beyond the scope of the Project, all input provided is of interest and will be considered in the next steps of Project development.

1. Creating networks (both in person and internet based) for people with disabilities (PWD) interested in pursuing self-employment is important.  Please consider the following:

i. What are the most important personal and business networks for PWD interested in pursuing self-employment?

At the personal level, the most important networks generally fall into three categories:

1. Those related to the person’s general social well-being, such as their family, friends and those who share common work, professional and personal interests;

2. Those related to the person’s disability that provide support and/or services, such as mentors, peers, and disability related training organizations.

3. Government income assistance and assistive device support ministries, departments and offices.

At the business level, the most important networks generally fall into two categories:

1. Mainstream business services required and valued by most aspiring or newly self-employed people, such as: business development organizations and mentors; lending and loan fund institutions; business advocacy groups (Chambers of Commerce, municipal or regional business initiatives); and, professional or industry associations;

2. Business development organizations that reflect the specific additional interests and needs of persons with disabilities, women, youth and aboriginal people.

It was noted that in the case of persons with disability, both personal support and business development networks should be blended as one to maximize contacts, promote their business ideas and increase valuable business opportunities.  Credibility, trust and respect are important factors in these networks: comprised of people who realize the potential of PWD; and, who can provide credible business information to PWD and are trust worthy.  Successful networking requires community involvement by a range of disability and business development organizations, business people and PWD, all willing to learn from each other and share experience.

ii. What would be the most important features of an online network for PWD interested in pursuing self-employment and established entrepreneurs with disabilities (EWD).

Three important categories of on-line business development were identified.

1. Learning and education opportunities:  


These opportunities include training, mentorship and the use of role models, through a relatively structured approach.  The training needs to be practical and hands-on, focusing on assessing business idea viability, business planning and starting the business.  Training on participating in the on-line network will also be required.

2. Links to business information: 


Links should include existing business planning and marketing information, networks, associations, sources of financing, and municipal and provincial government sites.  Information should be regularly updated and relevant, based on pertinent regional information that effects business, such as by-laws, licensing and regulations.

3. Promotional and marketing opportunities: 


Through the Project on-line network and broader links there should be an opportunity, especially for established businesses, to promote and market products and services.

Important features and issues include the following.

Accessibility to technology: 

While effective accessibility to broad band high speed service and adaptive technology may be beyond the direct scope of the Project, it will be important that Local Community Learning Network sites and members make information available at their offices or through Community Computer Access Points (CCAP).  The Project online network will need to recognize the different learning levels that may exist and provide navigation maps and clear, user friendly, linear step-by-step website instructions.

There is a risk of over estimating the effectiveness of technology. While technology has proven an invaluable communication tool for many PWD, there are practical reasons some PWD do not access the internet, including financial, lack of computer skills and personal choice.  It is therefore important that face-to-face access to information also be integrated into the Project.

On-line network features:

A project website needs to provide: credible, useful information and provide the opportunity for interaction.  This interaction should occur in three areas: training on specific learning modules, such as on-line etiquette, navigating the network and business development; access to specific business information and assistance, such as professional chat sessions with lawyers, tax specialists, and marketing experts; and, discussion boards and email Q&A, featuring role model success stories, mentors, advisors and EWD.

The website needs to be promoted widely so that PWD are aware that it exists, and that PWD are participating. Features and events should be promoted throughout the network well in advance, and use varied techniques including professionally moderated and un-moderated discussion boards, real time learning modules and mentor chat rooms.  As well, recognizing the challenge of isolation faced by people engaged in some types of self-employment or people with certain types of disabilities, some aspect of social interaction should also be considered.

A significant challenge will be keeping the network current and updated. Setting a policy and noting times when information was last updated provides Project staff and volunteer objectives.  As well, flexible event and chat times outside normal office hours increase participation.

iii. Should on-line networks for PWD interested in self-employment be open to anyone or by membership only? How best can participant confidentially be protected?


Membership should be open to any PWD interested in pursuing self-employment, free of change or at a very modest fee so that cost is not a barrier to participation. There should be different types of membership in order to capture outcomes and other research objectives of the Project.  Project participant PWD, recruited by LCLN members, would be involved in testing specific Project materials and learning modules.  An appropriate degree of identification and tracking would apply.  A “guest” log would be provided to those wishing to browse or participate in general discussion.  Clear criteria for the two types of membership would be required, as would registration options and a rational and details on why more detailed contact and tracking information is needed from those officially participating in the Project. 


Striking a balance between confidentiality and effective business networking is a challenge.  On one hand the security of personal information is a concern; while, business development, promotion and networking requires the sharing of information, which with self-employment is somewhat personal.  The Project can mitigate the challenge to some extent by clearly dividing information required for Project outcome purposes and the general networking activities.  Participating LCLN members and other organizations will need to be clear about membership criteria and the project information and tracking to be carried out.  How the Privacy Act applies to the Project and online network will need to be determined and adhered to.  And, while reasonable efforts need to be made to secure information, the Project also will need to provide disclaimers regarding unsecured discussion threads and monitor for inappropriate activity and concerns.

iv. What circumstances or methods of operating in-person or online networks increase the comfort level and participation by PWD?


Accessibility, both physically and attitudinally is required for effective in-person or online networking.


Physical: 


The removal of structural barriers to facilities is most obvious; however, the proper organization of physical space for meeting puts people at ease and provides a sense of control over the environment for PWD.  Online networking for PWD demands clarity and support.  Navigation needs to be straightforward and available in different formats.  Flexibility in timelines, with a variety of participation options may be required to meet disability related needs.  Information needs to be verified, relevant and concise, and easily located.  And, the availability of prompt knowledgeable and consistent service is required. 


A relatively high level of training may also be required.  Moderated learning modules and the availability of live assistance will increase clarity and long-term participations will require training on assisting clients and effectively working within the online network. And, basic accessibility to in-home computers, broadband high speed service in northern and rural areas and the cost to organizations of maintaining CCAP sites all remain barriers to technology for PWD.


Attitudinal:


The overall tone of the online network needs to be disability positive and sincere.  There needs to be willingness and patience in adapting systems and services to meet different learning styles resulting from a range of disabilities.  Finding an appropriate balance between the disability and business related changes faced by PWD pursuing self-employment will be important. Caring support and encouragement are required, while fostering the independent action and self-motivation required to start and maintain a business. Establishing time-lines and mile-stones by which the PWD can measure progress and develop self-confidence, and the validation of individual learning styles are all important factors.  In the initial stages of business development, such as assessing the viability of business ideas, some PWD may feel more comfortable working with disability organizations that understand their disability related challenges, progressing at a later stage to mainstream business development services.

2. Anyone considering starting their own business can benefit from professional business counselling services or the help of a mentor (someone with experience who volunteers their time and advice).  In the case of persons with disabilities (PWD) there are not only business, but also disability issues that require consideration.  Please consider the following:
i. What basic disability issues do business counsellors need to be aware of in order to work effectively with people with disabilities (PWD)?  


While it is unrealistic that business counsellors become experts on disability issues there are three areas of best practices that business counsellors need to be aware of, and develop at least some skills in order to avoid a trial and error approach:

1. Focus on the individual, with sensitivity and awareness.  Each PWD is an individual with unique needs, and that person should self-identify the disability and can best explain what those needs are.  The ability to discuss the person’s disability openly is important.  Communicating effectively is enhanced by knowledge of different types of disabilities, the use of proper terminology and etiquette, alternate forms of communication, and how to create an accessible comfortable environment for the PWD.  Awareness increases the comfort level for business counsellors when working with the PWD.  And, maintaining confidentiality and building trust are the cornerstones to building a good working relationship.

2. Understanding the challenges:  

It is important to understand what it takes for a PWD to be “out in the world”.  Unpredictable health issues and incapacitation that negatively effect progress may be challenges for the PWD.  Such interruptions can be misinterpreted as a lack of interest or motivation.  Awareness of the reasons for delays and flexibility in providing services are required.

There are approaches to business counselling that can assist PWD to overcome such challenges.  It is important to break tasks down into manageable steps and provide coaching that is action oriented and focuses on problem solving.  During stressful periods, some PWD may want work done for them rather then working proactively towards their goal.  It may be necessary to ask questions that challenge the person to seek answers from specialized sources.  Business counsellors need to provide timely feedback, while encouraging self-confidence.

While business counsellors should understand the ramifications of disabilities associated with individuals seeking supports, such as accommodation, income support and transportation, aspiring entrepreneurs with disabilities (EWD) need confidence and drive to develop and run a business that will survive.  Therefore, business counsellors should not over-emphasize the disability. Aspiring EWD need coaching and encouragement, not pampering.

3. Accessing disability supports:  

A significant number of supports for PWD exit within communities and at the regional and provincial level, some of which even the PWD may not be aware of.  It is important that business counsellors be aware of basic disability supports, and have contact with disability organizations that PWD can be referred to for more detailed information.  Establishing partnerships between mentors, (primarily EWD) business and disability counsellors will be important.

ii. What basic self-employment issues do disability counsellors need to be aware of in order to work effectively with PWD? 


Similar to business counsellors’ knowledge of disability issues, it is noted that while it is unrealistic that disability counsellors become experts in self-employment, there are two areas that they need to be aware of and develop at least some skills in:

1. Awareness of the reality of self-employment:  

Myths, misconceptions or wishful thinking may exist around self-employment, such as the freedom of being your own boss or operating totally from home.  Disability counsellors need to have a realistic understanding of the risks and rewards of self-employment, including:  that self-employment is not for everyone; there are important entrepreneurial traits such as the willingness to take risks and aggressively sell yourself and your idea; there are norms of practice in the business world, basic requirements such as a solid planning, relevant competitive experience and access to financing; and, commitment, hope and drive are necessary for success. As well, there needs to be some basic ability to assess, (or assist the person to self-assess) the viability of the proposed venture.  And, while there are many business development services in the community that PWD can be referred to, it is important to do some screening (ensure the person is realistic about self-employment as an option) and not refer everyone.  

Noted as a concern was that, given scare resources, PWD may not deal with a single counsellor or caseworker, but obtain service from the “next available” worker on any given day.  Therefore, the ability to provide counsellors with even a basic understanding of self-employment could be limited.  As well, when working on complex counselling issues, on-line communication sometimes lacks the immediacy and personal contact required.

2. The disability factor:  

In addition to the realities of self-employment, disability counsellors (and business counsellors) need to assist PWD to realistically assess the impact their disability may have on the viability of the business idea.  There may be health issues, such as stress associated with starting a business, that need to be considered.  As well, accommodation costs and the time required to accomplish tasks (productivity) may affect the overall viability of the proposed business.  There may be a temptation to stress the limitations resulting from the person's disability, which may also be advantages, such as the ability to find innovative solutions to challenges.  It is therefore important to encourage self-awareness and self-advocacy.

3. Accessing business development services and identifying disability supports: Similar to business counsellors, it is important that disability counsellors be aware of basic business development services, and have contact with business development organizations that PWD can be referred to for service.  And again, establishing partnerships between mentors, (primarily EWD) business and disability counsellors will be important.

iii. What circumstances and approaches are required to recruit established EWD as mentors to PWD interested in pursuing self-employment, role models or peer leaders for would be and established self-employed PWD?


The importance of mentorship is recognized, especially as a way to develop ongoing, long-term mutual peer based business support. Mentorship opportunities however, should be open to the entire business community and mainstream business associations.  Mentorship and peer support are seen as not only being a source of business advice, but also as a way to combat isolation, which is a trap for self-employed people working primarily from home. Effectively recruiting mentors requires buy-in from candidates by demonstrating there are personal and business benefits to them in return for sharing their knowledge and experience; and, awareness that prospective mentors may be concerned about compromising their competitiveness by sharing hard won knowledge.  


While fees for service or honorarium are an obvious incentive, mentorship is traditionally a volunteer activity.  Other benefits that can be stressed as a rational include:  the opportunity to provide a hand-up and contribute to the economic well-being of the community; promote their business and increase personal profile; barter for services; and, expand personal and business contacts through networking.  


Recruiting mentors requires: identification of sources; an outreach or communication strategy; and, a clear implementation plan. Sources of prospective mentors may already exist, such as Chamber of Commerce mentorship programs, local service clubs and non-profit organizations’ boards of directors.  It is important to identify people who may be suitable, and ask for their participation based on clear criteria.


An outreach or communication strategy should be implemented that would attract prospective mentors, and also build support for the Project as a whole.  This could include publicizing mentorship opportunities through: presentations to community associations and government agencies, business clubs and traditional and non-traditional lending institutions; and, community announcements featuring profiles of inspirational EWD and their accomplishments.


Finally, it is important to have a clear mentorship implementation plan that: outlines the criteria for matching a mentor with a PWD; identifies the boundaries or expectation of the mentor/protege relationship; and, provides guidance on how to effectively mentor a protege.

3. There are real barriers for persons with disabilities (PWD) that affect their lives and can effect the viability of self-employment for many PWD.  Please consider the following:

i. Over and above the challenges faced when starting a business what additional disability related challenges need to be considered?


Basic business operating procedures are often more complicated for some PWD.  Something as fundamental as attending a sales meeting with a client can be complicated by: the availability of adaptive technology for phone or computer to schedule the meeting; the cost of private transportation or availability of assisted public transit to travel to the meeting; and, availability of support services, such as ASL translators to conduct the meeting.  In addition, access to other necessary facilities and equipment for daily operation can be a challenge.  Lack of stable housing or restrictions on conducting business in subsidized housing can make operating a home office impractical.  And, rapidly changing business and adaptive technology requires up-to-date computer capacity.


All of these challenges are a drain on time/productivity and finances.  Start-up and on going business costs for PWD can be significantly higher than for other self-employed people.  And, the time required accomplishing work, especially if further complicated by intermittent fatigue or health issues, can create an uncompetitive challenge for PWD. The time frame for establishing and financing a sustainable business therefore may need to be longer term.


Successful self-employment for PWD needs the long-term support of government departments responsible for benefits or pensions.  Similar to employment income, in some cases self-employment income may represent only a partial replacement of income support.  Unlike employment income however, substantial self-employment income may take longer to establish and can fluctuate substantially over a given period.  Some income-support systems do not make allowance for these long-term support requirements or income fluctuations, resulting in a destructive reduction or termination of benefits.  Of equal concern to loss of income support for some, is the ongoing coverage of high medical and prescription costs.  As with employment income, self-employment income (especially during high income periods) can result in the prohibitive loss of this critical support.  In summary, significant barriers are: inflexible income support policies; unrealistic transition periods; and, concern over the possible loss of income and benefits by the PWD.  


There are attitudinal barriers about self-employed PWD, some market driven and some from personal support networks.  As outlined above, PWD often have additional challenges that may concern perspective clients.  Assuming the PWD has competitive production skills at competitive costs, the most significant additional question is “will this PWD deliver the product or service consistently on time”.  For this reason aspiring and established EWD usually have to plan their workload more carefully and work doubly hard to make their business succeed, and prove their abilities.


Finally, similar to other unemployed persons pursuing self-employment but magnified, there can be an impact on the PWD’s family and friends. Greater independence and risk to the family income and function can be stressful, and others may become defensive or even jealous. As a result, it is important that the PWD consider the support they will or will not receive from family and friends as they pursue self-employment.


PWD also have to be honest with themselves about how much personal psychological risk they are prepared to endure.  The “self” in self-employment can mean much self-promotion sometimes resulting in rejection and discouragement.

ii. What services exist in your community that assist PWD interested in pursuing self-employment to assess the viability of self-employment from both a business and disability related perspective?  


Disability organizations are the ones most often contacted with self-employment inquiries from PWD.  And, while they are generally aware of the business development services in their area, they find it difficult to determine if local business development organizations actually provide dedicated disability accessible services.  Further, while many business development organizations provide government subsidized self-employment training to unemployed people, eligibility criteria exclude many persons with disabilities who do not have the employment record to qualify for EI funded programs. Over all, governments at the federal, provincial and regional levels do not have a co-ordinated long-term plan that supports and allows PWD to pursue self-employment.


Umbrella organizations that represent a number of services are important access points for information on accessing accommodations and support services; and, networks of EWD already exist in some communities. It will be important for the Project to tap into these networks and avoid duplication. 

4. A significant number of disability and business development services, and related experience on the part of entrepreneurs with disabilities (EWD) have been identified in your community that could be harnessed to assist persons with disabilities (PWD) to assess their viability of becoming self-employment.  Please consider the following:

i. As a disability counsellor, business counsellor or EWD, what information and experience could you provide in assisting PWD to assess the viability of becoming self-employed?  What information, skills and experience do you need to further develop?

Not surprisingly, counsellors from disability and business development organizations have skills and access to information related to their separate disciplines that apply to the assessment process; and, regarding assessment of self-employment for PWD, it is familiarity with the other discipline were development is required.  As well, the practical business and disability experience of EWD could be an important connector between the two disciplines.

For both disability and business development counsellors their ability to access current and relevant information was seen as their greatest contribution, and at the same time, area requiring development.  Counsellors and EWD noted that from a disability and business development perspective, it is important to the long-term success of the PWD, to empower then by teaching and guiding them in researching and assessing their business idea.  To do this effectively each type of counsellor has or needs to develop the following:

1. A knowledge of how disabilities will effect the development and sustainable operation of the business, and the ability to effectively connect to PWD with sensitivity.

2. A knowledge of the business standards for assessing the viability of a business idea or plan, and the stages of business development including niche markets and trends.

3. The ability to assist the PWD to identify: their passion and abilities related to self-employment; and, specific gaps in information, skills or financial concerns.

4. A knowledge of the most current business development programs and information available, in order to make appropriate referrals for service or guide research.

5. Personal practical hands-on experience and insights on the pit-falls and common mistakes of operating a business, such as managing financial crisis.

6. In relation to the online aspect of the Project, the ability to provide presentations, coaching sessions and communicate effectively online; and, a knowledge of accessibility guidelines and technology.

As well, the importance of sharing professional and community connections and market information can significantly advance the prospects for PWD starting businesses.

ii. What is the most valuable information that disability counsellors, business counsellors and EWD could learn from each other?

By working closely together, sharing knowledge and experience, and contributing collaboratively, counsellors and EWD can benefit in three areas:

1. Increased knowledge of and referrals to existing self-employment programs and services.  To prevent frustration, it is important that business development organizations are clear about, and disability organizations are aware of: referral procedures; the selection process; and, the availability or lack of accommodations and accessibility.

2. Increased knowledge of effective counselling or coaching information and techniques, including: working effectively with PWD; key points in assessing the viability of a business idea; and, how to provide guidance and encouragement, while ensuring individual commitment and skills development. There is also an opportunity to learn for future activities, by sharing what lessons are learned and identifying best practices.

3. Increased access to resources and information locally and beyond. By having a clearer idea of what resources, services and contacts EWD and organizations have, and learning better ways to share those resources, clients benefit from increased service.  As well, counsellors and EDW have the ability to identify sources of a wide range of disability and business development information at the provincial, national and international level, that if compiled in a resource manual would provide increased access for PWD and counsellors.

iii. What are the most significant barriers to sharing information and referring clients among and between disability and business development organizations?


The greatest single barrier for non-profit organizations is a lack of funding and the resulting short supply of time and resources.  Perceived competition for funding increases proprietary interests and decreases a willingness to cooperate (by sharing information or clients) in case they loose their competitive edge. Scarce resources mean that non-profits now more narrowly define their mandate, and carefully prioritize what services they provide, activities and partnerships they are involved in and expenses.  Government funding is so closely tied to specific program services and accountability, that resources for broader based professional or sectoral development and communication are limited; and, staff do not have time or permission to take on broad based networking activities. And, because of limited finances, administrative resources do not exist, (not just within non-profits but also governmental departments) to create communication structures between service organizations or mechanisms for integrating services.


Time constraints are further complicated by access to overwhelming amounts of information, which lacks clarity.  It is difficult to quickly discern appropriate, reliable and legitimate services, and who best to contact within organizations for information.  Further, disability counsellors have a responsibility to ensure clients referred to other organization will receive good quality service without stigmatization, and that risk to health is managed.  This requires time consuming effort in obtaining assurances that appropriate service will be provided.


Ensuring the trust factor with PWD is maintained is critical; therefore, compromised confidentiality and resulting negative impacts are of concern.  Rationalizing the confidentiality, privacy and disclosure policies and paperwork between referring organizations is also time consuming.


The ability to service remote areas from centralized service locations is a challenge.  And, while online technology may assist in sharing information, lack of broadband high-speed service and training on the use of technology remains a barrier.

iv. How can closer working relationships between disability organizations, business development organizations and EWD be developed?


There should be one lead organization in the community with the leadership ability, knowledge and resources to co-ordinate the working relationships and activities.  It is important that everyone involved are committed to the common goal of providing the best possible service to clients; and that service providers, PWD clients, and funders have a clear understanding of what the Local Community Learning Network is trying to achieve.  And, given the highly developmental nature of the Project, participants would not only have to be prepared to contribute but also exercise patience.


Given scarce resources among non-profits, and the demands on EWD, there needs to be a clear benefit to participation.  Such benefits may not necessarily have to be monetary, and include:

1. Where possible some financial compensation for significant amounts of work.  Charitable tax receipts for services may also be possible.

2. Access to useful tools/technique/information that assists counsellors to do their job better and increase options for clients (i.e. access to self-employment).

3.  Access to useful general information or training, applicable to other areas, that assists counsellors to do their job better (i.e. increased familiarity with technology).

4. Development of an increased profile and community recognition.  Adding additional service for PWD (by disability organizations) or serving more PWD (by business development organizations) can enhance public support for those organizations.

5. Through co-operation, organizations can increase local government support in areas of mutual interest.  Joint advocacy and awareness of self-employment for PWD to local employment resource committees (municipal, provincial and federal funders) can increase awareness about and support for both disability and business development in the community. Attachment to the labour force decreases social costs and increases self-confidence and independence.

6. Successful co-operation in one initiative can lead to increased knowledge of what organizations do, and unanticipated co-operation in other initiatives.

7. For EWD and other business people, mentoring can provide recognition within the business community and possible publicity or promotional opportunities.

8. There may be opportunities through co-operation to streamline systems or correct problems that benefit everyone, such as:  development of cross-organizational disclosure statement or identifying areas where agencies are working at cross-purposes with PWD and each other.

Increasing working relationships across organizations and with EWD requires approaches that facilitate communication; however, while there may be an emphasis on the technology aspect of the Project, it is important to encourage face-to-face meetings that focus on integrating services and reviewing the use of the technology.

The core of the technology based communication should be a website with links/list servers for easy contact among group members.  Training on using the site will be required, and even some basic training on the technology may be needed.  Facilitated conferencing or forums best facilitate training sessions.  Chat rooms or discussion boards best facilitate exchange of ideas between counsellors.  Finally, it is important to pilot the different features of the website for effectiveness and accessibility.  

5.
A significant amount of information exists on the internet about services for persons with disabilities (PWD) as well as information on business development services, self-employment training program and business planning.  A web-based resource centre that incorporates and organizes existing information would be valuable. Please consider the following:

i. What would be the most effective methods of organizing existing information, in order to assist PWD interested in pursuing self-employment or providing useful information to established self-employed EWD?


The development of a broad based resources centre would need to be a centralized function and the responsibility of one organization, with local organizations providing ongoing suggestions for updates and content.  Establishing the site (reviewing existing information for relevancy to PWD) and keeping information current would require a web-manager.  While volunteers (IT students) are a possibility, a paid web-manager ensures longevity, continuity and experience.  And, knowledge of accessible systems and disability issues is important.  The design of the site needs to be user friendly to PWD, including: minimizing text information per page; accessible for read and scan software with download capacity; navigation is simple and direct; and, formats should be consistent throughout the site.


Information and links to existing online resources need to be categorized and cross-referenced from a central hub, directing participants to different purpose-based information. Categories could include: local/regional/national information; general business development and planning information; general government and non-government disability and business development services and programs; and, given the extraordinary financial challenge faced by PWD, sources of income support, financing and funding and credit information.


In summary, for maximum exposure and effectiveness investments are required in marketing and optimizing a national based resource centre.

6.
While online technology for networking, discussions, and facilitation and training purposes can be very effective learning and communication tools, people need to have certain technical skills in order to make full use of the technology.  Please consider the following:

i. What online services, learning opportunities and technologies have you encountered that you found useful, and why?


Services related to managing the technology itself were noted as useful.  These were primarily training on operating software programs and websites access to reliable online or on-site tech support; and, the use of search engines, smart cards, and bookmarks to easily locate sources of information.  Technologies that enhance function were also considered useful, such as broadband high speed service, transferable information with down load capability, and access to current hardware and software that can cope with ever increasing loads (virus protection, websites and data bases).  For PWD, trouble shooting computer problems often requires in-home service or phone contact with someone they know and easily understand.  The ease of locating specific resources and information, especially related to disability and business issues was considered important; especially if the website provides hands-on, practical information, guidelines, tools and manuals.  And, services or learning opportunities on how to function and communicate using technology were noted as useful, such as online mechanisms to facilitate meetings and courses on virtual teamwork.


Online learning or problem solving opportunities had been found useful, with online conferencing or interactive material used to provide the primary structure, augmented with discussion boards or chat rooms for study groups and the discussion of assignments.  Cost was also considered a factor in the usefulness of the technology and learning opportunities.  Given limited financial resources, access to free-ware is a valuable resource for non-profit organizations; and, online training and mentoring that provide free or more affordable access to learning opportunities for lower income people, PWD and the self-employed.

ii. What skills for online service delivery have you developed, (or observed in others) which are particularly useful?


Given that online communication is written, and the visual and vocal cues we take for granted in face-to-face interaction are absent, clarity is most useful.  Regarding online training, facilitation and mentoring, preparation is important.  Instructions need to be clear, direct and simple.  If a line of instruction is not working, be prepared to provide an alternate explanation or example.  The exchange of information has to be conducted with consideration of the literacy, technical and disability related skills level of participants.  Sensitivity in word usage and the tone a message conveys is important, because your sense of humour, a rhetorical question or other face-to-face communication devices that we take for granted may not be evident when written.


Careful organization of information is also important.  Information should not be embedded in layers of extraneous chat or the excessive use of acronyms leading up to the point.  As well, information must be current and relevant to the discussion.  And finally, be prepared to provide timely follow-up.  Schedule future times for help or assistance through discussion boards or e-mails.

7. For some communities, serving persons with disabilities (PWD) over large geographic areas is a particular challenge.  And while internet technology has increased access to services for some people with disabilities, availability of high-speed broadband technology and in-home computers remains a challenge.  Please consider the following:

i. What existing methods of service used to cope with distance/isolation can the Project adopt?


Currently, when an individual or group requires service, training or coaching and the internet is proving ineffective, disability and business development organizations and businesses rely significantly on phone conversations, faxing of documents and mailing information. Manned 1-800 assistance lines are valuable in assisting PWD to quickly access relevant information. A network of key on site community and business contacts is critical, augmented when feasible by visits and centrally held conferences or working groups.  Be it a remote northern community in northern BC and Ontario or a rural community in Nova Scotia, a network of peer connector groups that provide outreach information, services and mentorship to their communities is the best communication link.  As previously discussed, limited resources require non-profits and government agencies serving remote and rural area, to prioritize their initiatives.  And, while community leaders in remote and rural areas may “support” self-employment for PWD, the small numbers of PWD and micro-enterprises established may not warrant a pro-active response.

ii. Are there technological and training guidelines regarding geographical challenges that need to be considered when Project products, services and resources are being developed?


While areas with limited accessibility to functional internet capacity should be encouraged to participate in online access to information, overall support for Project objectives for remote areas will depend on the priority placed on the self-employment option for PWD within an often limited and insular market.

iii. How many Community Computer Access Points (CCAP) sites, accessible to PWD, are there in your community?


While most respondents could identify a large number of CCAP sites available in their community, disability organizations were concerned that there had been too little effort on the part of government funders to support the inclusion of PWD.  Generally, sites do not provide accessible assistive technology; and, as much as all levels of government have supported community access to technology and the internet, there is only limited adapted and efficient access for PWD.
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