@WVCU-RRTC-TRANSITION  STUDY#5

RESEARCH UPDATE  &%%

Mentoring for the Future: An Intervention Development Study
Promoting Career Development and Customized Employment
for Blind, DeafBlind, and Low Vision Youth

The RRTC on Employment Among Transition-Age Youth with Disabilities is conducting six
studies to develop effective practices to improve employment outcomes for transition-
aged youth. This plain language research brief provides an update on Research Study #5.

The goal of this two-year virtual research study is to learn how well a peer mentoring
program works for blind, low vision, or DeafBlind junior and senior high school students.
We want to learn if working with peer mentors who are blind, low vision, or DeafBlind
helps mentees build self-advocacy skills, explore career goals, and plan for life and work
after high school. We also want to learn if work-based learning experiences help students
improve career outcomes and influence employers’ attitudes about hiring vision-impaired
employees. This study is a partnership between Virginia Commonwealth University and
the Virginia Department for the Blind and Vision Impaired.

Study Update

Students in the first year of the study completed a career development portfolio. The
portfolio helped them learn about community supports, career fields, and work and
school options. They continue to take part in MediaVoice, a participatory action research
method developed from PhotoVoice for this study (Paiewonsky, 2014). MediaVoice
allows them to use photos, voice recordings, and other recording tools to share their
experiences and views. Study partners are working with students to develop work-based
learning experiences for Summer 2026. Recruitment for Cohort Two is underway, with
new mentees beginning the program in August 2026.




What We Found So Fars

Researchers reviewed best practices for making technology accessible for people who

are blind, low vision, or DeafBlind. They also worked with collaborators who have lived
experience to make the study more accessible (AccessATE, n.d.; Akter et al., 2023; Conway
& Benge, n.d.; Griffin-Shirley et al., 2017; Martiniello et al., 2022; National Federation of
the Blind, n.d., Virginia Department for the Blind and Vision Impaired, n.d.; Willamette
University, n.d.). These practices are now publicly available through a webcast (McDonald
Hurford et al., 2025). Research partners also helped to develop accessible career
development portfolio materials and technology training based on mentor and mentee
feedback.

Early findings from the MediaVoice project suggest that flexible media options give
students different ways to document and share their experiences. Researchers also found
that mentees could not use smartphones during the school day. This limited mentees’
ability to access smartphone apps used as assistive technology by people with disabilities.
Researchers want to better understand how to reduce barriers so that students can learn
how to use these tools to support their education and employment goals.

Next Steps

The study will culminate with a paid work-based learning experience and a one-year
follow-up to evaluate short and long-term career progress. As part of their ongoing
MediaVoice project, students will continue documenting their experiences through the
use of photography, audio memos, and/or other media tools of their choice. Students
will also reflect on their experiences with other mentees as they move into their summer
work-based learning experiences. Employers will be asked about their attitudes on hiring
employees with vision impairments.

Learn More

To learn more about this study or the other studies conducted under VCU’s RRTC on
Employment of Transition-Age Youth with Disabilities, visit transition.vcurrtc.org.
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