Department of Rehabilitative Services 
2011 Vocational Rehabilitation and Supported Employment Public Comments 
The following are the comments received from the public during the Department of Rehabilitative Services’ (DRS) 2011 public comment period.  These comments were collected at the four public hearings held around the Commonwealth and by e:mail.  

These comments have been shared with DRS management and with the members of the State Rehabilitation Council for consideration into the development of the 2012 State Plan for Vocational Rehabilitation and Supported Employment and other agency planning efforts. 
Many thanks to all those who took the time to attend the one of the public hearings or to submit comments in writing. 
Public Comment 1:  How can we assist in advocating for DRS? 
Agency Response:  Thank you for your willingness to assist in advocating for the programs at DRS that help individuals with significant disabilities go to work and live independently in the community.  Please take every opportunity to share the good work of the Department with stakeholders and policy makers.  By educating these individuals about the mission and work of the Department, you will assist in helping to ensure the continuation and enhancement of our programs. 

Public Comment 2:  Will there continue to be funds for supported employment services at DRS?    
Agency Response:  Yes, each year the Department receives Title VI supported employment (SE) funds from the Federal Government for SE services.  Because these funds are not sufficient to serve all of our consumers receiving SE services, the Title VI funds are supplemented with Title I (vocational rehabilitation) funds.  For consumers being served under an Employment Plan who need SE service to become successfully employed, funding for these services will be available.  
Public Comment 3:  DRS needs to continue to support the services and programs at the Woodrow Wilson Rehabilitation Center for students in transition. 

Agency Response: DRS concurs with this comment and looks forward to continuing to provide quality services at WWRC for our transition age students, to include the Post-secondary Education Rehabilitation Training (PERT) Program, life skills, and vocational training and other programs.     
Public Comment 4:  How is funding for transition services addressed in the State Plan? 

Agency Response:  Funding for transition services is not addressed in the State Plan.  However, the Goals and Priorities Attachment and the Strategies Attachment contain specific plans to continue to enhance transition services for our VR consumers. 
Public Comment 5:  What can vocational rehabilitation do for students who are younger, age 14? 

Agency Response:  On the DRS website, www.vadrs.org, there is a publication entitled “Transition Services Brochure: Do You See These Things in Your Future”.  The brochure contains information about introductory activities, planning activities and goal reaching activities, many of which may be initiated with younger students.  These include such things as career assessment, career development, discussing postsecondary options, etc.  All activities are geared towards the individual need of the student.  
Public Comment 6:  Long term support services may be imperative for clients who are most significantly disabled.  While there will be an increase in long term support service  State funds next year (to restore previous cuts), there is not sufficient funding to serve all client needs.  Employment Service Organizations end up investing quite a bit in these services.  We need to develop some creative approaches to using the long term support service money. 

Agency Response:  DRS agrees that there has not been sufficient funds to serve all client needs for long term support services and looks forward to continuing to work with the Employment Service Organization Advisory Council and our ESO partners in looking for creative ways to most effectively utilize the funding that is available.  
Public Comment 6:  I was surprised to see DRS close all of its categories under order of selection at one time.  This seemed to happen quite suddenly.  What type of forecasting does DRS do to determine when categories need to be opened or closed?  Can the sudden closing of categories be avoided in the future?  
Agency Response:  On March 1, 2011, the Department needed to close all categories under our Order of Selection Policy.  This was the first time since 2004 that all categories needed to be closed simultaneously and was  precipitated by numerous events, including the large influx of consumers that came into the VR program when all categories were opened in December, 2009.   It is the Department’s desire to open categories as much as we can in order to serve eligible Virginians with disabilities needing our services for employment and we will continue utilizing forecasting mechanisms to determine when one or more categories can be opened again.  
Public Comment 7:  Behavioral supports for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders are so important.  Partnerships with other organizations need to be established to help DRS continue to provide these supports and to help the funding go further for these supports. 

Agency Response:  DRS concurs with this response and looks forward to continuing with our partnership with the Department for Behavioral Health and Developmental Services and other agencies and organizations to provide quality services to individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders.  In our 2012 State Plan, DRS has identified funding for DRS and the Woodrow Wilson Rehabilitation Center to develop and provide service models for persons with Autism Spectrum Disorders and the Autism Speaks Grant awarded to WWRC.  In addition, DRS is continuing with its partnership with Virginia Commonwealth University Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on a major research grant to conduct evidenced based research on vocational services models for persons with ASD
Public Comment 7:  I spoke with VR consumers before coming to this hearing and they said that they “feel like their being put into a box” in working with VR.  They are only offered certain types of jobs and there is no support for consumers to look at various types of employment.  The problem may be that consumers just don’t know what type of employment they want. 

Agency Response:  It is disappointing to hear that consumers feel this way because the public VR is an individualized program.  Each consumer’s Individualized Plan for Employment, which contains the vocational goal and services needed to reach that goal, must be based on the consumer’s unique strengths, resources, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabilities, interests and informed choice.  You may be correct that some consumers may need more time and effort put into career exploration and vocational evaluation to better determine the type of employment that would best meet their needs.   
Public Comment 8:  I am a consumer of DRS and am deaf.  When I first dealt with DRS there was not a lot of information given to me and some information was confusing.  Maybe a new consumer orientation program would help, particularly in providing information about responsibilities of DRS and the VR consumer. 

Agency Response:   Thanks for this excellent suggestion. Many of our offices conduct new consumer orientation programs and it may be appropriate to look at the content of these programs to ensure that they are meeting the needs of consumers.  DRS also recently launched a newly designed website at www.vadrs.org which contains a lot of information about VR, including the VR process, the role of the counselor and consumer in the VR process, consumer rights, and a career library with career exploration tools.  We hope that the public will check out the new website and give us feedback so that we can continue to improve it.   
Public Comment 9:  I used to work in a high school and the VR counselors would start coming to the IEP meetings.  I’m not sure that everyone understood the transition process or the roles of the persons involved. 
Agency Response:  There can be confusion about Special Education Services and Transition Services and the role of the VR program in working with transition age youth. The DRS website contains a lot of information about transition services and we continue to work cooperatively with the schools to improve transition services and ensure a better understanding of the transition process.     

Public Comment 10:  My daughter has a traumatic brain injury.  When I called DRS for assistance, I immediately was asked “is she able to work?”  I didn’t know whether she could work or not and thought that was what DRS services were for. 
Agency Response:  Following the public hearing, this commentator met with the Lead Counselor of the Manassas Field Office to discuss her daughter’s situation and potential avenues to address her needs.  
Public Comment 11: My Employment Service Organization is involved in Partnership Plus.  It still does not seem to be functioning very well.
Agency Response:  DRS was one of three states chosen to become part of a strategic plan initiative with the Social Security Administration and Maximus to enhance Partnership Plus.  Several meetings have been held to date which have helped to clear up misunderstandings and outstanding issues.  We are already beginning to see some positive outcomes from this initiative.  
Public Comment 12:  The Fairfax-Falls Church Community Services Board continues to appreciate our relationship with DRS.  This type of interdependence among organizations leads to the best case management results. 

Agency Response:  Thank you for this comment.  DRS also has greatly appreciated the partnership with the Fairfax-Falls Church CSB and the value of this partnership for our consumers. 
Public Comment 13:  Prince William County is lacking appropriate transportation resources for people with disabilities.  People cannot go to work unless they have transportation. 

Agency Response:  Appropriate transportation service continues to be an issue for Virginians with disabilities and may have a significant impact on their employment opportunities.  Recently, a Draft Report on Virginia’s Blueprint for Livable Communities was released by the Secretary of Health and Human Resources.  The Draft Report contains best practices from local governments regarding the enhancement of transportation services and state and local initiatives to improve transportation services across the Commonwealth.   
Public Comment 14:  Virginia needs more coordinated services across the Health and Human Resources Secretariat for individuals with developmental disabilities. 

Agency Response:  DRS concurs that enhanced coordination and collaboration among specific agencies is important in ensuring effective services for Virginians with disabilities.  DRS is involved in numerous partnerships including the State Employment Leadership Network, Project SEARCH, and the more recent efforts to move towards Employment First in the Commonwealth.  We also are participating in the work by Department of Behavioral Health and Developmental Services to create employment opportunities for individuals with developmental disabilities.  
Public Comment 15:  I would like DRS to put the development of a State Use program in its State Plan.  A state use program would help the employment opportunities for people with disabilities.  

Agency Response:  DRS has been involved with officials from the Office of the Secretary of Administration and the Department of General Services to discuss potential changes to the Commonwealth’s Small, Women and Minority vendor program to enhance use by the Commonwealth of the Employment Services Organizations’ products and services.  The development of such a program will be included in the 2012 State Plan as a strategy to improve employment outcomes for VR consumers.  

Public Comment 16:  Due to the fact that new clients have to undergo an assessment and be assigned to a category by disability, the National MS Society would like to stress how important it is for DRS counselors to have a comprehensive understanding of multiple sclerosis (MS), the full range of possible symptoms and the special needs that people with MS may have.

Many people with MS have invisible and unpredictable symptoms such as cognitive issues and fatigue. At first assessment, these symptoms may not be recognized as being severe but they can truly be an impediment to employment for people with MS.

It is also important for DRS counselors to understand that MS has several different disease courses, and not everyone experiences the disease in the same way. Some people with relapsing-remitting MS may have symptoms that display for a period of time and gradually get better. During an exacerbation, a person with MS may have difficulty at work and need certain adaptations and accommodations. 

Most people with MS are diagnosed between the ages of 20 and 50. They may have already finished their education and been previously active in the workforce. It is important that DRS counselors have a knowledge and resource base to serve people with all types of backgrounds and education. Counselors should be able to assist people with higher level skills and advanced educational experience with not only gaining employment but retaining employment. 

Many people with MS may have invisible symptoms or symptoms that come and go. As a result, they may believe that they are “not disabled enough” to take advantage of the services provided by DRS. It is important for DRS to conduct outreach that demonstrates DRS services are for all eligible people with disabilities, regardless of the type of disability. 

Agency Response: Thank you for your excellent information and comments about individuals with multiple sclerosis and VR services.  In the past, there have been training opportunities for our counselors to learn more about this disabling condition.  This comment and your suggestion has been shared with our Training Manager to address in future training opportunities.  
Public Comment 17:  Employers don’t know where to go for assistance in hiring qualified individuals with disabilities.  The Business Leadership Network is working on a resource guide to be of assistance.  But, there needs to be a more seamless, transparent system for employers, parents, etc. to help them know where to get access to services. 
Agency Response:  DRS is supportive of the work of the BLN to develop a resource guide for employers, parents, etc.  This could be very helpful and DRS would be glad to help advise the public of this resource when it is available.  Hopefully, DRS’ enhanced website will be more useful to the public in better understanding DRS’ services and linking the public to our service providers.   
Public Comment 18:  DRS has not made visible steps towards assisting a consumer with his job search.  There have been significant delays due to constant rescheduling of meeting and staff turnover.  This has been very frustrating as this consumer very much wants to go to work.  

Agency Response:  The Northern Virginia Regional Director was notified of this consumer and took steps to have the Office Manager meet with the consumer to address his concerns and reinstitute service provision that was interrupted due to a staff vacancy and issues regarding the consumer’s former job coach.  
