DEPARTMENT OF REHABILITATIVE SERVICES

2010 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 2010 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 and the State Rehabilitation Council would like to express 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, including the Department for the Blind and Vision Impaired and the Fairfax County Disability Services Board.  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 2010 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

Comment: What plans are there to help parents of children with disabilities to become more knowledgeable about available services and to become better advocates for their children? 

Agency Response: DRS’ vocational rehabilitation (VR) counselors work with students in the secondary schools to help them transition from school to work.  This includes attending IEP meetings where parents would be present to discuss the transition needs of their children. DRS’ website contains information about transition services as well as a copy of our Guide to Transition Services.  This is located at the following website:  http://www.vadrs.org/transitionservices.htm.  Our VR counselors also often are present at school fairs and other events to discuss VR services with parents and their children.  In addition, each year DRS, the Department of Education, and other state agencies and organizations host the Virginia Transition Forum.  This training conference brings together DRS counselors, school personnel, consumers, family members and community partners to discuss issues related to transitioning students and promote best practices in working with these individuals.  Another resource for information is the Parent Educational Advocacy Training Center (PEATC), which is a non-profit organization in Virginia that works collaboratively with families, schools and communities to improve opportunities for excellence in education and success in schools and communities for children with disabilities.  You can learn more about PEATC at http://www.peatc.org.  In addition, the Virginia Board for People with Disabilities (Virginia’s Developmental Disability Council) sponsors the Partners  in Policy Making advocacy training program for   individuals with developmental disabilities and parents of young children with developmental disabilities.  You can learn more about this advocacy program at http://www.vaboard.org/policymaking.htm.  
Comment:  Previously, I think DRS would wait until the last semester of high school before working with students in transition.  This does not seem to be happening anymore and DRS is working with students at a younger age. 

Agency Response: There was concern expressed several years ago that some of our VR counselors were waiting until the last semester of high school to begin working with students in transition.  This was not our policy and we have been providing all of our transition counselors with information and training on appropriate services to be provided to students in transition throughout the transition process and the benefits of beginning to work with transition students at an early age.  We’re glad to see that our efforts have paid off!!! 
Comment:  Referrals to service providers has decreased with the implementation of order of selection and needing to close all of the order of selection categories.  How can we get more referrals to service providers? 

Agency Response: DRS appreciates and respects the collaborative relationship that we have with our service providers in assisting our consumers to become employed.  Due to our fiscal situation, we needed to enter into an order of selection back in 2004.  We also needed to close all of our priority categories effective November 15, 2008.  The most successful relationships we have occur when the VR counselor and the service provider work together in close collaboration in service provision.  DRS counselors should not be contracting for services that the counselor or other staff in the field office can provide.  In addition, the counselor should only be contracting for those services needed to support the client in employment.  The amount and length of services can best be established through strong communication between the counselor and the service provider.  In this way, DRS appropriately uses the service provider while maintaining fiscal responsibility.  Often service providers have the special skills and abilities needed to work effectively with some of our most significantly disabled clients or clients with certain disabilities that require a specific expertise that our counselors may not have.  These skills and abilities should be developed by the service providers and appropriately marketed to our VR staff, which may lead to more referrals.    
Comment:  A question was asked about the status of employment in Virginia government for people with disabilities.  In response to the question, the Governor’s Special Advisor on Disability Issues responded that in 2007, Governor Kaine issued Executive Directive 8 which directed all state agencies to actively recruit qualified applicants with disabilities for employment opportunities.  With this Executive Directive and training and awareness that activities that are occurring with human resource managers, it is hoped that there will be an increase in the number of people with disabilities employed in Virginia government.  Agency reports on hiring of people with disabilities are posted on-line for public view. 

Agency Response:  Thanks to Ed Turner, Governor Kaine’s Special Advisor on Disability Issues, for attending  our public forum in Norfolk comments and  providing information on the Governor’s Executive Directive to enhance the hiring of people with disabilities in Virginia government..  
Comment:  I have a teenage daughter with an Autism Spectrum Disorder and I am interested in finding out about all of the services that may be available to her.  I just recently found out that DRS could provide help with driver’s education.  I looked on the DRS website and didn’t find this information.  Could DRS’ website contain better information on services that can be provided? 

Agency Response: Our VR services are individualized based on the needs of each client.  Our website contains information about the many VR services available, but may not contain a listing of all potential services.  We have been working on improvements to our website and will continue to do so to make information easier to locate. 
Comment:  My daughter lives in Richmond and her VR counselor helped her with services and getting a job.  She’s still employed, but is having difficulty getting a new motorized wheelchair.  I’m concerned that her employment will be interrupted if her current wheelchair becomes non-functional and a new one has not been secured.
Agency Response: DRS is pleased that we were able to assist your daughter with the services that she needed to become gainfully employed.  We will be glad to look into her current situation and help and in anyway that we can.  
Comment:  I have been applying for jobs, but find that employers are not willing to accommodate me in the hiring process.  Specifically, they will not provide needed accommodations for tests that I need to take to qualify for the job.  They don’t provide me with any information except to tell me that they cannot provide the accommodation.  I can’t succeed at the tests without the accommodation. I file complaints, but no action is taken.  I’ve sought assistance from the Virginia Office of Protection and Advocacy, but they haven’t been able to help me.  Can’t DRS do something to help me? 

Agency Response: Our VR counselors will inform advocate with employers about the reasonable accommodation needs of our clients.  Our counselors, however, cannot force an employer to provide a reasonable accommodation.  When an impasse is reached with an employer, the individual’s next recourse may be to file a discrimination complaint with an enforcement body, such as the EEOC or the Office of Civil Rights, depending on the proper jurisdiction. 
Comment:  I work with the Cooperative Employment Program, which is a collaborative program between the Fairfax/Falls Church Community Services Board and the Department of Rehabilitative Services.  I have appreciated the cooperative relationship with DRS in serving our mutual clients.  It’s been a great relationship through the years. 

Agency Response: Thank you for this comment.  DRS also has appreciated our long term relationship with the Cooperative Employment Program as a successful model. 
Comment:  I am a parent of an adult with a disability.  My child started out with a VR counselor who provided him with job coach services to help him become employed.  His VR counselor, Roxie Wilkerson, was excellent and I appreciate the collaborative relationship between DRS and the Community Services Board in supporting him in employment.  However, the company he works for has decreased his work hours to three hours per week and won’t make the necessary accommodations for him to work more hours.  I just don’t think his manager is sensitive to individuals with disabilities. 

Agency Response: First, thank you for the kind comments about our VR counselor, Roxie Wilkerson.  It’s always good to hear positive feedback regarding the work of our counselors and success stories.  The current situation regarding your son is unfortunate situation and might be alleviated by providing the company manager with some disability sensitivity training and information about working with individuals with disabilities.  DRS will look into this situation and see if there’s some support that we can provide.  
Comment:  My daughter will be graduating from school this June.  What does DRS mean to her at this point in time?  

Agency Response: DRS’ vocational rehabilitation program provides services to eligible individuals to help them become employed.  Whether DRS will be a viable alternative for your daughter will be dependent on her ability to work in an integrated setting.  It was suggested that this father talk with the Transition Specialist at his daughter’s school to begin assessing her future direction and the services that will best meet her needs. 
Comment:  I worked on the Beyer Commissioner that was instrumental in the establishment of the Disability Services Boards (DSB).  I am very concerned about the change in the Appropriations Act that removed the funding and the mandate for the DSBs.  The Fairfax DSB has played a significant role in helping smaller and more rural DSBs to become better organized.  The DSBs play a significant role in Virginia and if there is no legislative mandate for DSBs, they will be discontinued unless there is local support for them.  I am recommending that DRS ensure that the Appropriations Act is changed in 2010 to restore DSB funding and the mandate. 

Comment:  I am also upset that the funding for DSBs was cut and the mandate removed in the Appropriations Act.  The mandate could have continued without the funds to support DSB staff.  There are lots of unfunded mandates; the Americans with Disabilities Act is an unfunded mandate.  The funding and the mandate for the DSBs needs to be restored during the next General Assembly.  
Agency Response:  During this year’s General Assembly Session, the Appropriations Act was amended to reallocate $519,362 used to support administrative functions of the DSBs to DRS’ vocational rehabilitation program.  Appropriation Act language also was included to override the mandate for localities to establish and maintain DSBs.  On December 31, 2008, Commissioner Rothrock wrote the DSB Leaders notifying them of this proposed change to the Appropriations Act and recognizing them for their contributions.  The Commissioner also committed to continue working with the DSBs to evaluate other measures to support effective communication between the DSBs on ideas to continue to assist their local governments and represent their constituents.  Recently, the Commissioner met with several DSB leaders to discuss an initiative for DRS to provide funding to the DSBs to support the employment of people with disabilities in local government.  This funding would help restore some of the funding previously lost and would provide an important service to people with disabilities needing employment.  It is unknown whether the next General Assembly will restore any of the DSB lost funding or the mandate language during the next session.  This most likely will be dependent on the Commonwealth’s financial situation and the ability of DSB leaders and others to advocate for this change.  
