ATTACHMENT 4.11(b)
Procedures and Activities Regarding the Establishment and Maintenance of a Comprehensive System of Personnel Development
Assurance: This Attachment describes the agency's procedures and activities to establish and maintain a comprehensive system of personnel development designed to ensure an adequate supply of qualified State rehabilitation professional and paraprofessional personnel for the agency. The description includes: how the agency collects and analyzes annually data on qualified personnel needs and personnel development; plans to address the current and projected needs for qualified personnel including the coordination and facilitation of efforts between the agency and institutions of higher education and professional associations to recruit, prepare, and retain qualified personnel, including personnel from minority backgrounds, and personnel who are individuals with disabilities; establishes and maintains personnel standards meeting the requirements of 34 CFR 361.18(c) to ensure that personnel, including professionals and paraprofessionals, are adequately trained and prepared; maintains standards to ensure the availability of personnel within the agency or other individuals who are, to the maximum extent feasible, trained to communicate in the native language or mode of communication of an applicant or eligible individual; implements staff development activities to ensure that all personnel employed by the agency receive appropriate and adequate training; and coordinates the agency's comprehensive system of personnel development with personnel development under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.

Introduction

A comprehensive and well managed human resource program is critical to the Department of Rehabilitative Services’ efforts to expand and enhance customer services, particularly for customers who are unserved or underserved and those with significant disabilities who have more complex rehabilitation needs.  To ensure an adequate supply of qualified staff, DRS continues to develop and implement plans that address: 

· Recruitment of qualified staff. 

· Continuing education of existing staff. 

· Coordination with other Virginia entities concerned with the availability and training of rehabilitation professionals and paraprofessionals.
First year achievements of the DRS Workforce Plan goals emphasized a true commitment towards the assurance of consistent and quality services by a well trained and diverse workforce.  Numerous action plans were completed, including preparation for high retirement activity and recruitment and retention initiatives; extensive training including change management; implementation of teleworking and alternate work scheduling; enhancement of the employee recognition program; significant expansion in internship programs; career ladders to encourage growth and development; an enhanced Internet Career Center on the agency’s website; use of additional recruitment media including minority and disability related publications; creation of “floater” positions to coach and aid VR counselors; development of a new hire satisfaction survey; and enhanced computer systems to move toward a “paperless” environment.  

Annual Collection and Analysis of Data on Personnel Needs and Personnel Development

DRS’ staffing pattern at all levels is strongly representative of women, minorities and persons with disabilities.  As of December 31, 2005, DRS had 1092 employees; 75 % (810) female, 25 % (268) minorities and 15% (157) individuals with disabilities.  DRS' continued success in having a diversified workforce is the result of aggressive recruitment and equal employment opportunity efforts.  DRS remains committed to effective outreach to schools and organizations as resources to attract applicants from minority groups and persons with disabilities, so that agency staffing patterns continue to represent both the general population and our customer population.
To determine agency personnel needs, DRS will assess:

· The number and types of personnel providing VR services to agency customers in relation to the number of customers served; 

· The number and type of personnel currently needed by the agency to provide VR services; and 

· Projections of the number and type of personnel who will be needed by the agency to provide VR services in Virginia in five years based on projections of the number of customers to be served, including individuals with significant disabilities, number of personnel expected to retire or leave the field, and assessment of the job functions of personnel. 

DRS also has an exceptional process for assessing the developmental needs of its personnel.  Every three years, DRS administers a personnel development needs survey, which is updated annually.  The survey allows staff to provide important input into the development of training programs that will enhance their knowledge, skills and abilities. Results of the survey also are utilized to modify current training programs to ensure that they are relevant to the needs of staff.
The Rehabilitation Services Administration has awarded to DRS a Basic In-Serving Training Grant for the next five years.  The training programs contained in DRS’ grant application were identified from the needs survey, information from the VR consumer satisfaction survey, and discussions with agency management and the State Rehabilitation Council.  DRS will utilize the In-Service Training Grant funds for the following training activities: new counselor skills, conflict resolution, leadership development, assistive technology, VR services for deaf/hard of hearing consumers and transition services for youth with disabilities.
Plan to Address the Current and Projected Needs for Qualified Personnel

To obtain information regarding the supply of rehabilitation professionals, DRS will triennially assess any reported difficulties filling certain professional and/or paraprofessional position classifications.  Where recruitment difficulties are identified, the Human Resource Office will survey in-state and out-of-state graduate and undergraduate rehabilitation programs.  These programs include, but are not limited to, the Virginia Commonwealth University's Department of Rehabilitation Counseling and physical, speech and occupational therapy programs and the University of Virginia's physical and speech therapy programs and rehabilitation engineering center.  The triennial survey will assess the following: 

· The number of students enrolled in these programs. 

· The number of students graduating per year who meet the appropriate certification or licensure requirements or with educational requirements to meet the appropriate certification or licensure requirements. 

· Plans and projections regarding scope and size of the graduate training programs. 

Between the triennial assessments, DRS will conduct a brief annual review to determine the need for changes in the numbers, job classifications, and work assignments for rehabilitation personnel based on significant changes and trends in programming.  DRS will use the information gathered from the needs assessments to develop and annually update a plan to assure an adequate supply of qualified rehabilitation professionals and paraprofessionals.  The Human Resources Director will lead the development of this Comprehensive Plan that will include the following:

Staff Recruitment: The agency continues to cooperate with Virginia colleges and universities and those located in other states to place student interns in vocational rehabilitation counselor, vocational evaluator, physical therapy, occupational therapy, audiology, nursing and other appropriate professional positions.  Effective January, 2005, DRS began a paid graduate internship program and continued an informal cooperative relationship with Norfolk State University (NSU) by offering graduate internship experiences for minority students.  During 2006, nine Rehabilitation Counselor graduate students completed a 600-hour formal paid internship, and two were hired into classified VR Counselor positions.  DRS entered into an agreement with Virginia Commonwealth University for placement of graduate students in the Keith Wright Scholarship program and four students completed assignments.  During the Spring of 2006, one NSU student was placed in informal 200-hour internship.  DRS also offered a paid Occupational Therapy internship to a Virginia Commonwealth University senior and informal placement of two other undergraduate students.  The agency is committed to continuing formal and informal internship programs as a workforce planning tool in an effort to attract and retain qualified professionals.

Also during 2006, contacts were revisited with the University of Tennessee, West Virginia University, Coppin State University, University of Maryland and University of Maryland Eastern Shore, University of North Carolina Greensboro, Argrosyu University, George Washington University, East Carolina University, Longwood University and Virginia Commonwealth University to continue to market the paid graduate internship program. 
Contact also was made with the National Rehabilitation Association Rehabilitation Career Source to develop advertisements for VR Counselor opportunities at DRS and to access the extensive NRA professional resume database.  

Staff Qualifications and Performance Standards: The Comprehensive Personnel Plan and agency recruitment and selection policies assure that all newly recruited staff meet minimum state requirements.  Information from the personnel study also is used to refine job classifications, job descriptions, and performance standards.  The management of the Field Rehabilitation Services Division will annually review newly refined performance standards to determine if they continue to meet requirements and needs, and will recommend revisions as appropriate.

Establishment and Maintenance of Standards to Ensure That Personnel are Adequately Prepared and Trained

The personnel standard that DRS uses to comply with the qualified personnel requirement of the Rehabilitation Act is the educational requirements of the national CRCC or the actual CRC or CVE certifications.  DRS’ program ensures that all VR counselors, vocational evaluators, and VR managers will meet the qualified rehabilitation provider standard by FY 2008.  Under the program, approximately 86 VR counselors, vocational evaluators and managers have completed either a Masters Degree in Rehabilitation Counseling or core graduate level coursework required to satisfy an eligibility category with the Commission on Rehabilitation Counselor Certification (CRC eligibility).  Those staff who opted not to participate in program to meet the qualified personnel requirement have been notified of their employment options beyond 2008.  At this time, no agency funds are committed to support CSPD coursework.  However, funding continues to be available to support the CRC application and examination for those staff who choose to pursue this credential.  

Human Resources screening procedures for vacant VR counselor positions allow only applicants with a Masters Degree in Rehabilitation, CRC/CVE certified, or otherwise eligible for CRC examination, to be screened in for an interview.  
In-Service Training Activities

Through the Rehabilitation Services Administration In-Service Training Grant, DRS continues to provide a comprehensive in-service training program for VR staff.  All newly hired VR counselors are required to participate in New Counselor Skills Training (NCST), which teaches them the VR process, from referral to case closure, and the availability of other services and supports to support consumers in their rehabilitation plans.  In collaboration with the George Washington University (GWU) Regional Rehabilitation Continuing Education Program, DRS offers a series of training modules to new counselors in an online format through use of GWU’s Blackboard Distance Learning website.  This format results in a considerable cost savings through the elimination of travel and lodging expenses and allows participants the flexibility and convenience of participating in training from their office.  Currently, twelve modules are being offered to staff online in sets of three, running for a period of 5 weeks each set.  Topics identified for online training include:  the Americans with Disabilities Act, transition services and use of the RS-25, financial needs test, supported employment and long term follow-along supports, appeals process/fair hearings, diversity, ethics, and modules targeted to serving unique disability populations.  During the new counselors first few years on the job, they also are required to participate in individual training modules on caseload management, conflict resolution, assistive technology and job development/job placement. 

Additionally, all eligible DRS staff are provided opportunities to participate in other training programs throughout the year.  Among the plans for the coming year are training and development activities in the following areas: 

· Transition Services
· VR Services for Deaf Consumers
· Mentoring/Coaching Skills
· Facilitation Skills
Communication Needs of Customers

DRS continues to address the communication needs of customers by having counselors who specialize in deaf caseloads and other employees who can communicate in sign language and Spanish.  There are ten “dedicated” Regional Counselors for the Deaf caseloads across the State.  In 2006, DRS hired a new Spanish speaking VR counselor in the Alexandria field office.  In addition, sign language and foreign language interpreters and translators are contracted as needed for employees and customers in need of interpreting and translation services and counselors use other resources, including assistive technology, to communicate with customers with special needs.  All VR forms used by the public have been translated into Spanish and posted on the Internet for public use.
DRS has cooperative agreements in place with the Virginia Community College System as well as 8 four year colleges and universities which outline the 40% reimbursement for interpreters and CART services for consumers who are enrolled at these institutions of higher education and have an Individualized Plan for Employment with DRS.

Staff Evaluations

DRS annually reviews the performance standards for rehabilitation professionals and paraprofessionals to determine if they are consistent with job functions, agency performance measures and the Rehabilitation Act.  The performance standards for VR counselors include expectations regarding the number of successful closures, the percentage of competitive closures, the percentage of consumers who are significantly disabled, the average weekly earnings at closure, and the number of Individualized Plans for Employment initiated.  Annually, VR counselors are evaluated on these standards.  

Coordination with the Virginia Department of Education

The Virginia Department of Education (DOE) is the state agency responsible for implementing the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004.  DRS and DOE currently collaborate on many in-service and pre-service training activities, including annual joint training forums for educational and rehabilitation professionals.  DRS will continue to collaborate with DOE on respective policies, eligibility criteria, information requirements, agency programs and services, the coordination of transition services, the development of cooperative agreements, working relationships, and best practices in the provisions of services to students with disabilities.
One of the most important collaborative activities between DRS, DOE, and other state agencies and organizations is the hosting of the Transition Forum.  This training conference is in its 21st year and is held annually.  It brings together DRS counselors, school personnel, consumers, family members and other community partners to discuss issues related to transitioning students and promote best practices in working with these individuals.  The Education Services Unit of DRS provides staff to co-chair the Forum Planning Committee and provides funding to assist with this training opportunity.  This ensures that appropriate training is provided for DRS counselors who work with transition aged consumers and allows an opportunity for counselors to network with other professionals meeting the needs of youth with disabilities who are transitioning to adult life.  In March, 2006, about 900 individuals attended the Forum in Roanoke, Virginia.    The theme “Leadership Through Change” showcased youth who have navigated through the transition process.  This year began our state initiative of having more youth representation at all levels from National to the local level to assist in improving transition services for youth within our Commonwealth.  

DRS is working collaboratively with DOE as they implement the Transition Outcomes Projects (TOP) for youth with disabilities who will need to transition from high school to postsecondary options.  VR is an active partner in this process, and has provided training to counselors working with schools across the Commonwealth.  

Additional activities to demonstrate the collaborative framework between DRS and DOE include co-chairing the Virginia Interagency Transition Council, the Transition Leadership Council and the Transition Practitioners Council.  The Virginia Interagency Transition Council is comprised of representatives from 14 state agencies who have transition as part of their responsibility in serving youth with disabilities.  The Transition Leadership Council is comprised of individuals in leadership roles from DRS and DOE who identify gaps within transition services and plan training programs to address these gaps.  The Transition Practitioners Council consists of DRS counselors, special educators and transition specialists from statewide LEA’s, and conducts training to assist with filling identified gaps in transition services.  Additionally, the Education Services Manager is on a stakeholder group that has developed a survey instrument which will be used to measure one of the indicators (post school outcomes) in the State Performance Plan.  A DRS guidebook to services for youth and their families will be developed this year through the collaborative efforts of DRS and DOE personnel.  
The Education Services Unit is continuing to work with a consortium of Higher Education members to develop products that will serve to enhance the services provided to students with disabilities at colleges and universities.  The areas currently being worked on are retention, documentation and transition.  This group, The Higher Education Leadership Partners, will work with individuals from DRS, DOE and institutions of higher education to improve and expand transition services for students entering colleges and universities across the state.  The goal for the upcoming year is to host a summit that will bring attention to the issue of documentation, which is a state and national issue.  This summit will invite high level policy makers within the Commonwealth, so that they can learn what the issues are and assist in resolving this dilemma for youth with disabilities accessing accommodations within higher education.  
The Education Services Unit has increased its involvement in working with the Virginia Association of Financial Aid Advisers to share information about DRS and enhance working relationships between VR counselors and the financial aid offices.  A series of trainings have been provided to counselors in the use of our comparable benefits form and will also be provided to financial aid offices to encourage the use of this form in its electronic format and to continue developing solid working relationships between DRS and institutions of higher education.  
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