DEPARTMENT OF REHABILITATIVE SERVICES

2009 STATE PLAN FOR VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION AND SUPPORTED EMPLOYMENT

Public Hearing Comments

The following captures the comments received from the members of the public as input into the 2009 State Plan for Vocational Rehabilitation and Supported Employment for the Department of Rehabilitative Services (DRS).  While, in some instances, the comments are not verbatim, it is hoped that they capture the essence of the comment.  DRS is providing a response, which is in italics, to each comment.  DRS would like to express its appreciation to those who took the time to provide comment, either in person or in writing and to the organizations who partnered with us this year in conducting the public hearings.  These comments are being shared with the agency’s Management Team and other program managers and the members of the State Rehabilitation Council for consideration in the development of the State Plan. 

The 2009 State Plan will be posted on the agency’s website at http://www.vadrs.org/publications.htm once the Plan has been approved by the Rehabilitation Services Administration.  Questions regarding these comments or the State Plan should be addressed to:  Elizabeth E. Smith, Policy and Planning Director, at Elizabeth.Smith@drs.virginia.gov or 1-800-552-5019 (toll free) or 1-800-464-9950 (TTY toll free). 
PUBLIC COMMENTS WITH AGENCY RESPONSE IN ITALICS
1. Comment:  We would like to see more Economic Development Funds to enable us to expand our work enclaves in Farmville.  The money would be used to help provide transportation for people with disabilities to go to work and set up new businesses to put people to work. 
Agency Response: DRS administered an Economic Development fund from the mid 1980’s until 2003.  This was a State-funded program with $739,600 at the beginning of FY 2003.  As a result of reductions ($110,940) in 2003 and subsequent legislative mandates and requirements to restore direct consumer services (the Extended Employment Services and Long Term Employment Support Services funds), the Economic Development Fund ended in 2004.  The fund allowed Employment Services Organizations to create employment opportunities to:

· Create new jobs for individuals with disabilities;

· improve wages and/or benefits paid to workers; and

· increase workshop revenue generated.

The stated intent of grant projects articulated in the annual Request for Proposals (RFP) remained the same since inception of the fund:

· to stimulate the economic viability and job development capacity of rehabilitation facilities;

· to increase number and array of employment options available to persons with severe disabilities in local communities;

· to increase wages paid to persons with severe disabilities;

· to support community partnerships in service planning and delivery; and

· to improve the quality of work life for persons served by rehabilitation facilities.

DRS is in a position to reinstitute this activity if and when State funding is made available through the General Assembly.  
2. Comment:  I would like to see vendors used more often to provide services to consumers that aren’t being provided by VR counselors.  It seems that DRS should utilize vendors for these services rather than hiring new staff; this is particularly true for placement services.  Rather than hire Placement Counselors, DRS could contract with Employment Service Organizations for these services. 
Agency Response: In any given year, approximately 50% of the VR case services budget is spent on services provided by our Employment Services Organizations (ESOs).  We continue to be very pleased with the collaborative relationship that we have with the ESOs and the services that they provide.  When placement services cannot be provided by DRS staff, we look to our vendors to provide the service.  Currently, however, we feel that we have a good balance between providing VR services “in-house” and those that are vended through the ESO community. 
3. Comment: There are transition students who are involved with DRS while in school, but after they graduate, they don’t know how to access DRS for needed services.  It is suggested that DRS contact information be included on the Summary of Performance which the student receives as he/she is leaving high school.  
Agency Response: DRS supports the idea of including DRS contact information on the Summary of Performance and will continue to work with our education partners to ensure that the information is included.  If DRS counselors are involved early in the transition process, then they can encourage school personnel to include this information for later use by the student after graduation.  
4. Comment:  My daughter was a student in transition and had an open case with DRS in Northern Virginia.  When the counselor went out on extended leave, we had no further contact from DRS on my daughter’s case.  My daughter could have benefited from life skills training, but without follow-up from DRS, I had to look elsewhere for services. DRS needs to establish a system to ensure continuity of services for VR clients when counselors are away for an extended period of time or leave the agency. 

Agency Response:  DRS recognizes that service gaps exist during periods of counselor absences, whether it’s due to extended leave or staff turnover.  We are developing new strategies to address this issue to include more effective use of our Lead Counselors for coverage as well as better planning for those consumers on the affected caseload.  Our most effective strategy to address this issue involves hiring a “floating counselor” who would have the specific responsibility of managing those vacant caseloads and to assist in the training of the new counselor once they are hired.  We’ve hired two “floating counselors” in Northern Virginia within the past 18 months to serve our two largest field offices (Alexandria and Fairfax) and will be looking to expand their responsibilities to other offices in the region as appropriate.
5. Comment:  I would suggest that DRS have a representative from the Woodrow Wilson Rehabilitation Center and the Field Rehabilitative Services Division on the Virginia Alliance of Brain Injury Service Providers (VABISP) in order to enhance communication and collaboration in providing more effective services to Virginians with brain injuries. 

Agency Response: The VABISP is privately-operated and is comprised primarily of service provider organizations, who work collaboratively with the Brain Injury Association of Virginia (BIAV), the State’s primary educational and advocacy organization for identifying gaps in services for people with brain injuries and the need for increased funding for services.   A representative from the Woodrow Wilson Rehabilitation Centers’ Brain Injury Services (BIS) Department has a permanent position on the Virginia Brain Injury Council as a nonvoting, advisory member.  This individual usually attends the VABISP meeting as well.  There has been a recent change in staff at WWRC BIS Department, and Dr. Gerald Showalter, Director, now serves on the Council and will likely be attending VABISP meetings on a regular basis.  Therefore, there has been ongoing WWRC representation on the Council and on the Alliance and this will continue.  DRS’ Field Services Director will be appointing a member of the Field Rehabilitative Services’ staff to also meet with the VABISP.  DRS agrees with the comment that this is important to enhance communication and collaboration in providing more effective services to Virginians with brain injuries.
6. Comment:  VR caseloads are too high.  Therefore, DRS is not able to serve individuals quickly enough. 

Agency Response:  Currently, the VR counselor caseload averages about 87 across the State.  This is much lower than the 150 average close load five or more years ago.  The decrease in the caseload size is attributable having only one open category in order of selection.  Even with the smaller average caseload, we still hear concerns expressed about the timely delivery of services.  Provisions in our State Plan demonstrate our commitment to effective and timely service delivery.  In addition, our “Roadmap to Success” philosophy for our VR program sets in motion case management techniques that are carefully constructed, focused on employment and cost efficient.  VR counselors were challenged to put extra energy into the analysis of their clients’ goals and the step- by-step strategies that make it possible for them to go to work.  
7. Comment:  There has been a decrease in DRS referrals from the Alexandria Community Services Board Extended Care Services consumers in part because many times consumers are discouraged with the long wait for DRS services.  Some of the issues are: 

1. DRS is allowed up to 60 days to determine eligibility and once eligibility is determined, it can take up to 1-2 weeks before receiving the authorization to begin offering services. 
2. For substance abuse clients, the clients must have at least 90 days of “clean time” before being offered DRS services. 

3. If additional service hours are needed, DRS must complete a Request for Authorization form, which again causes delays rather than just authorizing the additional hours through e:mail or phone. 

4. DRS’ order of selection is resulting in consumers not being referred to DRS because they believe that they will end up on the waiting list.  Rather then going to DRS, they allow the clubhouse vocational staff to begin vocational supports right away. 

Our staff would like the DRS counselors to: 

1. Be more welcoming

2. Offer timely service to our consumers with less barriers (i.e. “clean time”)

3. Provide more training and educational opportunities for consumers who have career paths, and 

4. Remove the following phrase from their vocabulary: “that’s not a feasible goal”. 

Agency Response: There is no question that DRS needs to continue to improve our service responsiveness.  Given the complex and challenging disability issues of our many consumers, we want to insure appropriate assessment and planning takes place before services are initiated.  However, at the same time, we must develop a greater sense of “urgency” in our service delivery process.  Our consumers want to work, and we need to maximize our efforts to assist them without unnecessary delays.   There also are system changes that offer promise.  For example, as of March this year, DRS has introduced a new caseload management system that should greatly speed up the authorization process.  

In working with individuals who have experienced substance abuse issues, DRS works closely with the local community substance abuse treatment program.  DRS policy does not require “90 day clean time” before determining eligibility or providing services.  However, there may be individual situations where the DRS counselor, in consultation with the treatment program, would seek evidence that the consumer is making effective use of treatment in order to be determined eligible for services.  In addition, the consumer’s Employment Plan may include a certain period of abstinence (possibly 90 days or more) before fee-based services are authorized to assist the consumer in becoming employed.  Efforts will be made to insure DRS counselors understand there is no broad policy as was suggested.  Rather, counselors should be making case-by-case decisions in concert with the consumer and the treatment staff.  
Regarding Order of Selection (OOS), there’s no question that the “waiting list” issue can lead both referring programs and potential applicants to make assumptions about whether or not they will be served.  DRS strongly encourages individuals interested in services to pursue an application with their local office.  Right now in the Northern Region, only about 7% of applications end up on the waiting list.  Further efforts to educate the Alexandria Community Services Boards program staff and participants will also be made by the local DRS managers.  
8. Comment:  The Alexandria Commission on People with Disabilities has an Employment Committee and has worked with the City of Alexandria on a plan to employ individuals with disabilities in city government positions.  DRS needs to work with the other Disability Services Boards in Northern Virginia to help them develop a similar model that will foster a higher level of employment for people with disabilities in the city and county governments. 
Agency Response:  DRS agrees that the local Disability Services Boards (DSB) can play a valuable role in increasing the hiring opportunities for persons with disabilities, particularly with the local government.  In fact, the City of Alexandria has been a model in Northern Virginia in this effort.  DRS would welcome the opportunity to work in collaboration with the Alexandria Commission and other local DSBs on an initiative to promote the hiring of DRS consumers with local government entities.  

9. Comment:  Individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing try to access DRS services.  However, in Northern Virginia there is only one Regional Counselor for the Deaf (RCD), so there is not sufficient staff resources for the demand.  Northern Virginia needs more RCDs.   

Agency Response: In the past, DRS has always had two RCDs in the Northern Virginia area; one covered the Fairfax County area and the other covered the geographical areas of Fredericksburg, Manassas and Winchester.  Because the Fairfax RCD had a very large caseload and an ongoing increase of referrals, in October 2005 we split the caseload and created a new RCD position.  Northern Virginia now has three Regional Counselors for the Deaf (RCDs) with two specifically covering the Fairfax area.  The Manager of DRS’ Fairfax Office will be meeting with the individual who provided this comment to discuss the service issues regarding deaf or hard of hearing consumers. 
10.  Comment:  DRS needs to ensure that consumer informed choice continues to be a priority.  Sometimes decisions about a consumer’s capability or ability are made before the consumer has a chance to demonstrate their true ability. 
Agency Response: Consumer informed choice is at center of our commitment to the idea of “nothing about me, without me”.  If disagreement about employment choices or the nature of services occurs between the VR consumer and his/her counselor, we encourage and respect our consumer’s decision to pursue their concerns with upper management or to utilize the formal appeals process to address the grievance, if need be. 
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