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Virginia’s Disability Services Boards

Summary of Needs and Priorities of 

People with Physical and Sensory Disabilities
Executive Summary

The Disability Services Boards findings highlight the diverse and unique challenges their locality face in meeting the needs of persons with physical and sensory disabilities.  Some of these challenges are geographical, cultural, service availability, employment base and resources.  There were common themes/needs represented by the various boards throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia that transcend the unique and diverse challenges.  In the reports received, the boards identified needs and priorities in the areas of transportation, housing and employment. 

The needs identified in transportation are lack of public transportation, lack of on-demand transportation, time limited services mostly on weekdays between 9am and 5pm with no weekend services, and flagrant accessible parking violations.  Needs in the housing arena were: limited number or no accessible housing, scarce supply of accessible and affordable housing, limited resources to obtain accessibility modifications, no basic water services to some areas and limited or non accessible emergency shelters.  Many other needs were identified in the areas of independent living services, personal assistance services and medical or therapeutic services.
Senate Joint Resolution 170 passed by the General Assembly in 1998 charged the Disability Commission to study the past progress, present efforts and future plans of meeting the needs of persons with disabilities residing in Virginia.  The Disability Commission asked Virginia Commonwealth University to develop and disseminate a needs assessment survey that represent the core areas.  The survey results was sent to all the Disability Services Boards and they used these survey results to assist in the development of their 1999 Needs Assessment.

According to Virginia Commonwealth University’s survey results, “many of the individuals who participated in the survey still remain outside of the mainstream of their community.  They face unemployment issues, accessibility problems, and lack of services and supports to assist them in living more independently.”  This is a challenge that the Disability Services Boards confront and are determine to make a difference in the citizens with disabilities they represent.  

Many Boards have tackled these issues with the Rehabilitative Services Incentive Fund Grants.   You only have to look around at the strides the local boards are making in their community.  The New River Valley Disability Services Board awarded a (3) three-year grant to establish a local Center for Independent Living or West Piedmont Disability Services Board awarded a (3) three-year grant to establish a transportation system.  The needs are great throughout the Commonwealth and Disability Services Boards are answering the calls of their citizens in planning and meeting the needs of today and planning for tomorrow.
Assistive Technology
Assistive technology is defined in the Technology-Related Assistance for Individuals with Disabilities Act of 1988 as any item, piece of equipment, or product system that is used to increase, maintain, or improve functional capacities of inviduals with disabilities.  Some key areas for considering assistive technology include: augmentative communication, mobilitey/seating, leisure and recreation, computers, and job site modification.

Major points:

1. Access to AT

2. Funding of AT

3. Lack of awareness

Assistive Technology or AT has made great strides in the recent decade to assist individuals with disabilities to integrate in all aspects of the community.  AT has helped individuals obtain and maintain employment, participate in recreational events or attend public events such as a concert or play.  Even with all of these advances there continues to be “a general lack of awareness regarding the availability of assistive listening devices that can be used by the school-age population as well as by the general public.” Buchanan County DSB  

Although many strides have been made in providing AT to the public, many areas are still lacking.   Loudoun County has stated that there is no coordination of services in either providing information to consumers about specific AT, or answering questions as to what kind of AT is available.  Many common AT devices are extremely expensive, such as hearing aids, which can range from $1,500 up to $5,000, per ear.   Financial burden on families is huge.  Northern Neck states that many consumers are unaware of the services offered to them and are therefore paying out-of-pocket expenses needlessly, creating undue personal hardship. 

Case Management

Case management is a dynamic collaborative process which utilizes and builds on the strenghs and resources of consumers to assist them in indentifying their needs, accessing and coordinating services, and achieving their goals.  It includes major collaborative components of case advocacy, assessment, planning, facilitation and monitoring.

Major Points:

1. Fragmented services

2. One source for information

Although many areas demonstrate case management for consumers, services tend to be fragmented.  The lack of a central information and referral service for case short-term and long-term case management was noted in Loudoun County Virginia.  This issued was also echoed by Central Virginia DSB, who stated that there should be a central location or telephone number where information can be disseminated to the proper parties and agencies.  Additionally, concerns were noted regarding the difficulty of contacting your case manager once assigned.  Central Virginia DSB states “better training for caseworkers” as a need in their community.

Counseling

Counseling is both a service and the context in which needs are assessed and information and other services provided.  It is by establishing a relationship between an individual or family members and a service provider that the opportunity for service planning and provision occurs.

Major Points:

1. Need for support groups

2. Counseling is limited due to shortage of properly trained counselors in some areas

3. Legal support services are needed

Counseling services are lacking across the Commonwealth, especially in the more rural regions.  As noted by the Dickenson County DSB, services are offered but on a limited schedule do to the lack of qualified counselors in the regions.  Career counseling & training, support groups and legal services are the main areas lacking, and most needed.  Unfortunately, some regions of the Commonwealth, such as Buchanan County, do not sustain any Support Groups for individuals with physical and/or sensory disabilities.

Education

All childredn with disabilities have the right to a free and appropriate education.  Services may include special education, speech and language services, occupational and physical therapy, transportation, provision of assistive technology, and transition services.

Major Points:

1. Lack of interpreters in schools

2. Increase early intervention programs

3. Increase financial assistance for post high school education

Although services are in place for students with disabilities, it is unclear if these services genuinely meet the needs of the students, as reported by the Mt. Rogers DSB.  For example, students with hearing impairments should be able to access counselors who are trained as interpreters within the school.  “Education must go both ways between the disabled and the, non-disabled.”  (Central Virginia DSB)  Opportunities for individuals with disabilities to educate the general public about disability issues should be explored.  Sensitivity training at a young age can help alleviate many challenges ahead for an individual with a disability.  

Early intervention and post high-school schooling should be more accessible.  Peninsula DSB stated that there should be a greater emphasis on early intervention and family support for individuals with disabilities.  Additionally more caseworkers should be assigned to younger age children with a greater emphasis on advocacy.  Central Virginia DSB suggested that universities and community colleges should be encouraged to provide financial assistance to individuals with disabilities seeking to further their education, as many of them are on a fixed income due to SSI restrictions and find employment (and fearing of losing SSI and medical benefits) a problem.  Increased education will help allow individuals to transition into independent living situations and the workforce in a smoother capacity.  Currently in LENOWISCO’s school districts, over 14% of the enrollment are made up of special needs children (over 2000).  This provides us with a snapshot of the number of individuals who will be joining the workforce in the future in this one area.

Employment Services

Employment services encompass an array of prevocational and vocational preparation activities, new technologies that allow individuals with severe disabilities to compete in the work place, and work site adaptations.  Also included inthis category of services are job development, placement, supported and sheltered employment, and employer support services to promote hiring and adjustment of persons with disabilities.

Major Points:

1. Lack of job counseling and training centers

2. Increase public education on employment of individuals with disabilities

3. Fear of losing SSI and medical benefits

Culpeper County boasts a successful initiative in connecting employers with employees with disabilities.  Educating employers about minor modifications, which facilitate an individual with a disability in performing their duties, has proven a useful task. This phenomenon unfortunately is not seen on a statewide level.  People with disabilities have not benefited from the recent employment boom in Northern Virginia, per the Fairfax County DSB.  Employers remain uneducated about disabilities and the modifications required for a person with an impairment to successfully perform their job.  Public awareness and employer /employee connections need to be improved.  Central Virginia DSB notes a lack of employer-counselor communication.  Increased job counseling is needed along with training centers for individuals who do not qualify for DRS services.

Employment for individuals with disabilities also raises other concerns.  As previously mentioned, individuals fear losing SSI and health benefits, if their income increases past a certain threshold.  In turn, they are forced/choose to stay unemployed, which diminishes self-esteem and a feeling of normalcy.  

Another major hurdle to employment is the lack of accessible transportation.  Transportation is the number 1 need throughout the Commonwealth.  Transportation, when available, is often costly, unreliable and late, leaving the employee with a poor work record, despite their best efforts.

Family Support

Family support is a flexible and varied network of solutions and information useful for maintaining a family when one of its members has a disability.  Family support is a philosophy that permeates the delivery of all other services to persons with disabilities.  Family support services differ from family to family.

Major Points:

1. Lack of training for families with disabled children – counseling & support

2. Develop and fund more respite and adult day care.

3. Lack of emergency shelters for families in need.

Family support networks are extremely lacking across the Commonwealth.  Caregivers are unable to access information and referral services that would allow them to better care for their family member.    There is a lack of understanding of the ‘caregiver needs’.  Caregivers should be provided counseling to learn to deal with the hardship of caring for a family member as well as teach them to handle their own frustration more productively as well as the individual with the disability’s frustration.  Caregiver support groups would be extremely beneficial to families of individuals with disabilities.   In addition to counseling, increased respite care options must be made available.  “Caring for a family member is consuming, with a disability it is [more] demanding, stressful, and time consuming and can lead to medical and emotional problems including loneliness and isolation”. (Rockbridge DSB)  Often times, the caregiver is forced to abandon full time employment, which could provide financial hardship, and increase their emotional distress.  

Financial hardship and natural disasters, especially in the Tidewater areas and the rural mountainous areas, leave many families homeless at some point.  There are very limited emergency family shelters equipped and willing to handle persons with disabilities.  Emergency workers must be trained for these events and sensitized to the needs of families in these situations.

Housing

The Disability Commission identified two areas of concern with respect to housing for persons with physical and sensory disabilities.  There is a general need for affordable, accessible housing.  There is also a need for congregate living options for persons needing assistance and supervision.

Major points:

1. Lack of accessible housing

2. Lack of accessible and affordable housing

3. Lack of resources to obtain accessibility modifications

4. Lack of accessible emergency shelters

5. Lack of basic water services to some areas

Affordable, accessible housing continues to be a great need across the Commonwealth.  Most areas polled state that the number of individuals and families awaiting accessible dwelling is growing at a steady rate while the number of accessible dwellings available are not.  Mt Rogers DSB further stated that units which are accessible are in very bad shape.  Individuals with disabilities have complained that they were dissatisfied with where “they were forced to live”.  Rural areas such as Dickenson County’s housing issues are further compounded by the lack of available water and sewer services throughout the region. 

Contractors are unaware of the benefits and incentives available to them for producing accessible dwellings, such as tax deductions.  Contractors need to be provided these incentives more forcefully.  Some of the main accommodations requested throughout the Commonwealth have been ramps, communication devices, flashing smoke detector, Braille signs, wider halls and doorways, lower appliances, grab bars, and accessible commodes.  

Alexandria DSB noted that the lack of accessible, affordable housing in the City and surrounding jurisdictions is a major barrier to independent living.  Other barriers identified were lack of reliable information on the availability of barrier-free housing, lack of services and resources for accessibility modifications and discriminatory policies and practices in the housing market. 

As previously stated, emergency housing is also a problem in Virginia.  In the event of disaster, shelters are not equipped and volunteers are not trained to handle individuals with disabilities, putting the individual at greater risk.  Additionally, people with disabilities are uninformed on their rights in the event of emergency.
Independent Living Services

Independent living services include information & referral, independent living skills training, peer counseling, advocacy, community education, and a variety of other services designed to assist persons with disabilities to lead independnet lifestyles and access their communities.  Centers for Independent Living are the primary source for these community-based services.

Major points:

1. Lack of funding

2. Inaccessible locations

Although independent living centers are helpful, many times they are not accessible to the entire population they are supposed to serve.  For example the Clinch Independent Living Center, which serves Dickenson County, is over 50 miles in distance from Dickenson County, rendering it virtually inaccessible to the residents of Dickenson.  More centers should be initiated to allow more access in rural regions.  Additionally, some areas noted the lack of funding for counselors and services many times inhibit individuals from obtaining the services they need.  “Independent living services must be expanded locally.  Skills training, peer counseling, advocacy and community education must begin while students with sensory and physical disabilities are still in school.  Currently, transition services through the Loudoun County School Distract are extremely limited.” (Loudoun County DSB)

Medical & Therapeutic Services

Persons with physical and sensory disabilities are likely to need health care services to treat exisitng conditions and to prevent future health problems.  Primary concerns presented to the Disability Commission included lack of trained health care providers, limited medical-surgical care for medically indigent children with disabilities, availability and cost of private health care insurance, and the high cost of medical care.

Major points:

1. Need for better preventive medical services

2. Increased funding for direct services

3. Expansion of medical services being provided by the Health Department

4. Increase health care professionals and support services

As people with disabilities are living longer, the need for better and preventative health care increases.  The need for professionals in the more rural areas of the State is increasing, as, do to economic trends, professionals are leaving these rural areas.  There needs to be a statewide recruit effort to restock the Appalachian Mountains with nurses, therapists and doctors.  Manassas/ Manassas Park DSB suggests a comprehensive registry of health care providers be established and distributed to all localities.  Along with finding an AFFORDABLE health care provider, consumers must be able to trust that their health care provider be aware of legislation which affects the patient and services offered to the patients throughout the Commonwealth.  Health care providers must be better trained on all the Commonwealth has to offer its population.

In addition to being able to find adequate, affordable health care, individuals with disabilities must be able to access said care.  Currently, transportation services are severely lacking in all corners of the State.  Unavailable and unreliable transportation services greatly diminish the accessibility of health care.

According to Piedmont Regional DSB although many services are offered, individuals continue to travel outside of the area in order to receive needed services, the necessary experience of doctors and technological advanced facilities.  

Personal Assistance Services

Personal assistance services are those services that make it possible for individuals with severe physical functional limitations to more fully participate in all aspects of daily living and to access other services and opportunities.  Personal assistance services include help with activities of daily living such as bathing, communicating, cooking, dressing, eating, housekeeping, toileting, and transportation.

Major points:

1. Lack of available services

2. High cost of copay

Personal assistance services are offered on an extremely limited schedule while in some rural areas, the service is almost non-existent.  The demand is overwhelming for assistance in daily living activities such as food preparation, bathing, interpreting and companionship.  Northern Virginia has a shortage of English speaking personal assistants (PA), or who are able to lift heavy persons and PA’s with driver’s licensees.  When available, services are costly, unless the individual with the disability has SSI.  Many times, consumers unnecessarily pay for services out-of-pocket because they have not been informed of their rights.   

According to the Rockbridge Area DSB, home health care agencies are regularly short-staffed.  This shortage can be linked to the low salaries paid to Certified Nursing Assistants (CNA) and PA.  Jefferson Area DSB noted the many health providers are pulling out of Medicaid due to the financial restrictions imposed by the program.  There are over 60 people without insurance currently on Jefferson Area Board for the Aging’s waiting list for home care.  Navigating the system to obtain access to personal care services and assistive technology is difficult.
Training

Training refers to the development of qualified service providers, including educators, skilled medical practitioners, interpreters, in-home caregivers, and rehabilitation engineers.  Pre-service training refers to training programs and accreditation standards that prepare individuals, including those with disabilities, for entry into service programs.  In-service training refers to upgrading knowledge and skills and embracing new strategies and technologies.

Major points:

1. Increase job skills training

2. Increase public awareness 

Training encompasses both job skills training for individuals with disabilities, and training to the public on disability related issues.  Job training services are in great demand in the technological age.  People with disabilities need one-stop training centers where they can learn several different aspects to obtaining and keeping employment, such as job skills, and interviewing skills.  In addition to one-stop training centers, some individuals with disabilities should be able to access in-home training, or small group training, whichever best serves his or her needs.  In order to better serve the needs of its patrons, some localities, such as Buchanan County, have begun a books-by-mail program.  This allows homebound individuals all the benefits of the books, articles and periodicals of the library, which would be other wise unavailable to them.

Public training must be addressed when considering the extreme lack of interpreters throughout the Commonwealth.  Mt. Rogers DSB states that qualified interpreter are almost impossible to come by.  Many other DSBs have echoed this comment.  Interpreter training services must be expanded and financial assistants should be supplied to students wishing to major in this field.
Transportation

Transportation services provide individuals the means of moving from place to place to satisfy some need.  Paratransit services refer to on-demand, non-fixed route transportation in an accessible vehicle.

Major points:

1. Lack of public transportation, on-demand and weekend services

2. Lack of curb cuts and ramps

3. Flagrant accessible parking violation

By far, the number one need throughout the Commonwealth remains transportation.  Although most localities have some sort of transportation services instituted, services are severely lacking.  Many patrons with disabilities or the elderly complain about the services they are afforded.  Transportation is unreliable, costly and in some case, simply not available.  For example in Loudoun County, there is only one accessible transportation service.  This para-transit bus service is active from 8am-5pm Monday through Friday, with NO SERVICE on the weekends!   Compounding this issue is the lack of curb cuts and ramps making transportation even more difficult, when it can be found.  More state and federal dollars must be allocated to specialized transportation according to the Rockbridge DSB.

There have been some efforts to improve the transportation situation.  In Alexandria and Central Virginia, mass transit buses have been equipped with speakers, both inside and outside, to announce routes and stops in an effort to increase accessibility to individuals with disabilities.  

Individuals who have their own means of transportation also state problems with transportation in that there is flagrant violation of handicapped parking regulations.  Although increased parking violation fines do help the issue, vigilance in ticketing is needed.  Additionally, the Lord Fairfax DSAB has stated that handicap parking tags are often obtained illegally, or distributed too easily to persons who access the parking, without having the need.

Arlington County DSB indicated that the County instituted an all-pay-at-the-meters policy that requires persons with disabilities to feed the meters.  The first year report showed a 61% increase in reserved parking, reduction in illegal use of these spaces, improved parking availability in the business district and meter revenues being collected. 

Accessibility
Major points:

1. Public building and areas remain inaccessible

2. Lack of TTY public phones

3. Lack of accessible polling booths

Although not listed as a core service, DSBs cited accessibility issues as a need in their area.  Buildings remain inaccessible to patrons with disabilities, including public and governmental buildings.  Inaccessibility limits persons with disabilities from being able to participate in governmental meetings that may affect their lives.  Recreational areas, such as state parks and roadside accommodations, must be made accessible to people of all abilities. Some of the accommodations listed were curb cuts, ramps, TTY public telephones, and loops.

Many areas still have polling booths that are inaccessible to individuals in wheelchairs and individuals with visual impairments. Arlington County DSB stated the County is participating in a pilot program to provide voters who are blind a choice in voting independently through the use of Braille and audiocassette scripts with voting instructions.  New machines are being evaluated for future purchase that have audio and other features.

Public Awareness

Major points:

1. Lack of communication between the public and local disability agencies

2. Lack of accessible books and documents

Although not considered a core service, ‘communication’, with various definitions, was listed as a need throughout the Commonwealth.  Some areas stated that there was a lack in communication between boards, such as the DSB and the public, with many individuals not knowing what the DSB is, or even that it exists.

Other DSBs stated that communication should be increased by the DSB to the public in the form of distribution of meeting minutes, advertisements, and listing services available to the public.  Only once the public in aware of the services available to them, can they access them.  In order to better serve the public, Waynesboro DSB has instituted a website to provide information on various disability issues.  People submit inquiries and the Waynesboro DSB tries to best disseminate the appropriate information back to them.  Hopefully, this will allow families to access appropriate services much faster then previously afford to them.  Another communication needs identified included increase availability of accessible documents and book to the public in either Braille or audio.  
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