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The department needs to continue to develop consistency among the counselors serving school age youth regarding referrals.  Counselors, even those in the same office, have a different approach as to when they will begin working with school age youth on their vocational rehabilitation program.  Some counselors will not accept a referral of a student in transition until their senior year in high school, while others will accept referrals much earlier. 

The department needs to hire more Transition Specialists and VR counselors.

If it becomes necessary for the department to implement Order of Selection, the department should properly inform partners of this change for proper planning purposes. 
STEPS is an employment services organization based in Farmville that serves individuals with disabilities and those with barriers to employment.  STEPS serves 11 counties including Amelia, Appomattox, Brunswick, Buckingham, Charlotte, Cumberland, Halifax, Lunenburg, Mecklenburg, Nottoway and Prince Edward, and currently provides job training and employment opportunities to over 225 individuals with diverse abilities.  I have read the Order Selection information.  I understand the need for this potential change in the State Plan.  As a business person I, too, have had to make tough decisions based on limited financial resources.  However, the first place to reduce costs is within.  I would like to see DRS evaluate its own internal efficiencies and identify reductions that could be made there, prior to negatively impacting potential recipients of their much needed and valued services.  It is my understanding that anyone currently with a signed Individual Plan for Employment will continue to receive services regardless of their disability status.  It is imperative that this commitment be maintained.  I have read the priority categories for ensuring services to those individuals with the most severe disabilities.  DRS should focus on providing intensive training for its counselors, because a great deal of responsibility and accountability will fall on the shoulders of each individual field counselor.  I consistently hear concerns regarding how counselors in certain parts of the state interpret policy, and that interpretation impacts service delivery in that region.  Employment Services Organizations’ (ESO) staff should be invited to participate in the training.  If ESO staff, and DRS field staff, are trained at the same time, misinterpretations and future conflict could be diminished.  I am speaking not only as an Executive Director of an ESO, but also as President-Elect for VaACCESES.  VaACCESES is a private, not-for-profit 501(c)(3)association of Community Rehabilitation Programs that provide quality employment, day support, residential services and other support services for people with disabilities.  Currently, 40 VaACCSES members collectively serve over 9,200 people with disabilities and other barriers to employment; provide over $22 million in annual wages to people with disabilities; and have a combined annual revenue base of over $197 million.  VaACCSES collaborates with other organizations and advocacy groups, whose mission is to ensure that services for individuals with disabilities are accessible.  VaACCSES also is committed to ensuring that our working relationship with the DRS continues.  DRS should find a mechanism to increase the level of funding for Extended Employment Services and Long-Term Support Services funding.  The consumer’s choice of where to work is one that should also be part of this process.  There are individuals with disabilities who choose to work in an integrated manufacturing setting like STEPS, and their employment should not be valued any less than someone choosing to work in the community.  Please ensure that the DRS focus, with or without the implementation of Order of Selection, remains on providing services to individuals with disabilities who want to work. 

Lynchburg Sheltered Industries (LSI) is a private, not-for-profit corporation, whose mission is to provide job training and employment opportunities for people with disabilities and disadvantages.  LSI has been providing services in the greater Lynchburg area for 40 years and currently provides services for about 105 individuals.  LSI is a member of VaACCSES.  VaACCSES is strongly committed to working with other organizations and state agencies to provide the best possible services for people with disabilities, including continuing to work together with DRS.  There have been several discussions about how the Order of Selection process would affect the way services are provided to our citizens.  I recognize the necessity of most effectively using the resources we have, but I am concerned that the situation of people "falling through the cracks" will increase if we are not extremely careful.  If the people with most significant disabilities are going to be served, there must be more financial support for people who choose to be in the center-based employment program.  There has been no increase in Extended Employment Services funding for many years.  What is going to happen to our students transitioning out of schools?  There needs to be consideration given for increasing the Long-Term, Extended Support Services.  This funding stream has been critical over the last several years to keep our heads above water.  Private and public sectors must be sure we are utilizing the resources we have most effectively; this means that all of us need to take a hard look at reorganizing our administrative functions and provide more direct services for people with disabilities.  Over the last several years, financial support for providing these services has been cut by many agencies such as United Way and the Department of Mental Health, Mental Retardation and Substance Abuse Services.  While the financial support from DRS was reinstated last year, it was only because of the economic fund being sacrificed.  Organizations such as LSI have squeezed tighter and tighter to provide quality services, but there are more citizens that are in need of these services.  We must work together to provide these services.  Please do not widen the crack for people to fall through but, instead, widen the support we can provide.

I'm very concerned that we have a very long waiting list.  DRS just doesn't seem to have any money to help with supported employment.  The case managers don't seem to have any money for the Long Term Employment Supports, which is so important for our programs.  I understand that the coffers are kind of low and that our state doesn't have a lot of money, but we need to find a way to release a little bit of money to help this problem.  State Plan Attachment 4.2 states that DRS supports the development of a community based approach to brain injury services through a contract to establish and operate the first clubhouse for people with brain injury in the state.  The clubhouse is located in Richmond and currently has 35 members.  DRS has extended this contract for another year.  In addition, DRS is providing support and guidance to a second clubhouse in Charlottesville through funding from the Commonwealth Neurotrauma Initiative, and a part-time clubhouse is opening in Fredericksburg.  In Virginia Beach, we have what is called SEEK.  It's not a true clubhouse, but it was not mentioned in the State Plan.

If Order of Selection goes into effect, we recommend that all state agencies that serve people with disabilities look at their own internal efficiencies and identify ways to conserve as much as is fiscally possible.  We have reviewed the criteria that DRS has developed for the priority categories for serving individuals with the most severe disabilities.  If DRS goes into Order of Selection, we suggest regional training be provided to both DRS counselors, as well as to the vendors that represent the employment service organizations that serve DRS.  We also recommend that all agencies in the Commonwealth work collaboratively to assist persons with disabilities to enter or reenter the workforce, and enable them to be tax paying citizens, rather than citizens that utilize state monies.  With respect to consumer choice, we would like the General Assembly to look at funding for Extended Employment Services and LTESS, since these funds allow individuals with disabilities who chose to work, the option of retaining employment on a long-term basis and, therefore, becoming contributing members of society.  We also would like the Commonwealth to look at tax reform, because folks who are not working are not contributing taxes.
My concern over the last three years is that we've worked very closely with a number of the ESOs across the state to develop a strong partnership with the Department of Social Services (DSS) and that, under Order of Selection, a number of the clients we currently serve, or would be able to serve, may not necessarily receive services.  The two populations I am concerned with are those that are coming through the Ticket-to-Work, and the clients of the Department of Social services.  Some of the folk served by DSS may not be categorized in the first Order of Selection category and may lose out on the opportunity to be certified by DRS.  I also would like DRS to consider disabled individuals in the public school and community college systems.  That group is not represented here, and there are a number of items in the State Plan that impact services for students in transition.  We should see how we may be better solicit involvement from them so they are represented.  We can toss that issue back to our regional forums and see what ideas they come up with.

Those of us in the field need to know how much notice we’ll get before Order of Selection starts, so we can let our clients know whether or not they're going to get DRS funding.

I would like to provide input on economic development grant funding.  With the feedback I've received, that funding is important, because a lot of ESOs are applying for vehicle purchases.  Chesapeake Service Systems has used the economic development grant process to start up several different businesses.  One in particular was for van test equipment, for which we received $50,000 in grant funding, that now allows 25 people to work in the community at Cox Communication sites.  We need to examine the process, because some grant funds were diverted to LTEES funds.  I wouldn't say that was a bad decision, but I think there's definitely a lack of appreciation around the state for the impact that economic development funds can have.  Over the years, we’ve probably received a quarter of a million dollars worth of grant funds and put 125 people to work.  That’s a high payoff, so we need to get an economic development fund re—established, not just for the purchase of vehicles, but for real equipment, and things that spark an entrepreneurial business.  

I would like to speak on the videoconference format.  I think the central library may have the capability to accept a transmission like this.  I don't know if there are any similar places in Norfolk, but if it isn't expensive, I'm wondering if you can check into broadcasting to individual cities rather than conducting the hearings in a regional format.  It would be great if we didn’t have to fight afternoon traffic going to a regional location.  The hearings being scheduled for late afternoon may be a factor for people who work.  You also might want to consider having the hearings catered; if you want people to come, feed them.  You could also do a morning session and an afternoon session.

If Order of Selection becomes necessary, it is recommended that DRS look at the Best Practices of other states that are in Order of Selection.  I am concerned about individuals who would end up on a waiting list for services, or won’t be served at all.  VaACCSES stands ready to assist DRS in serving all eligible individuals. 

WorkSource Enterprises in Charlottesville is willing to work collaboratively with DRS to seek additional funds from the General Assembly for Long-Term Employment Support Services and Extended Employment Services.  Expansion of long-term support funding will be helpful if DRS must implement an Order of Selection. 

There should be consistent application of priority category determinations for consumers, should Order of Selection be implemented.
I am concerned about the staffing problems (particularly with attendant services) on the Short Term Rehabilitation Unit and Supported Living Services.  They are operating at minimal staffing, and services are affected when staff are absent due to illness, etc.  Reduction of staffing at WWRC is placing a burden on consumers and existing staff.  I suffered a spinal cord injury in a vehicle accident and have been to WWRC twice for services.  I currently am receiving training to become an accountant and hope to return to my home in Chesterfield in February.  WWRC has provided me with exceptional services.  They helped educate me on how to care for myself, self-direct my medical care and attendant services, etc.  The Physical Therapy and Occupational Therapy departments are exceptional.  I hope to resume driving in the near future.  More attendant care staff are needed.  Lack of sufficient staff is affecting the quality of services to WWRC consumers. 

If Order of Selection is implemented, training for vocational rehabilitation counseling staff and transition counseling staff should be done, and implementation should be consistent throughout the state.

Part of the program I work with deals with people with medical issues and medical problems.  We work closely with DRS in this nine-county, two-city area.  I am specifically interested in seeing Supported Employment Services developed and expanded, because our part of the state desperately needs that kind of thing.  Our agency would love to partner with DRS and would welcome more funding.  We have a couple of work sites in our part of the state, in Russell County and Hillsville in particular, wherein we contracted with individual manufacturing facilities to provide areas in which we pay people to work and gain work experience, a sheltered employment sort of thing.  We can't meet the accreditation standards, so we somehow aren't able to maintain as well if we could get up to par and be able to involve DRS in our efforts.  The biggest problem our people have is they can't maintain mainstream employment at first.  Unless we have the supported employment or sheltered employment, they don't stand a chance.  They need a starting place, a sheltered place where we can groom them and hold their hands.  We’re from Tazwell, Buchanan, Wise, Dickinson, Scott, Lee, Washington, Russell, City of Norton and City of Bristol.  We have 11 jurisdictions.  We make referrals to DRS and help the counselors develop specific, or Individual Plans for Employment.  Some services we can't provide, and we do it in cooperation with DRS. 

Frontier Health is a vendor for Supported Employment. The non-integrated sheltered workshops could serve as a good starting point for skills training and provide a basis for work history.  I understand that, at the national and state levels, there is a push for integrated settings.  Even though at our site we do have integrated fields, such as our cleaning crews and landscaping crews and a greenhouse that we also run, it's not integrated at this point, but are striving for that goal.  The term "integrated" is not well defined by DRS, and we'd like to have clarification, which would assist us in the next planning session.  I have found that if you ask four people at DRS the same question, you usually get four different answers.  I would like Mr. Hayek's help in this, and anything that would be brought by this commission would be great for us.

Mark and I work together in the workshop that we have at Duffield, and I am its Employment Specialist for Supported Employment. It has been very difficult to find jobs in the area we live in, but a lot of the  businesses in our area have been great in trying to work with us.  It's been a lot harder to educate businesses than to actually get the consumers to go with the program.  We've been doing a lot of training in our warehouse to prepare them for this--the ones that actually want to go out and work in the community–-and we do very well.  DRS has been really good to help us with this effort.  When I called and asked them if they could come by for a visit, they tried their best to get to us, and they do a good job in helping us get the funding we need.  We are fortunate to have them; the do what they can.

ICON Services is a private, non-profit corporation whose mission is to broaden public awareness and to improve access to people in the community who, historically, have been excluded.  ICON strives to achieve this mission by helping community businesses hire people with disabilities.  ICON has provided these services through supported employment programs in Northern Virginia since 1985, and generally serves between 150 and 200 individuals each year.  ICON is a member of VaACCSES, an Association of Community Rehabilitation Programs.  I understand it is not the intention of DRS to implement Order of Selection, unless it is clearly necessary.  Should DRS establish an Order of Selection, a plan must be in place to ensure that those with the most significant or most severely disabled are served first.  While I recognize the need to use financial resources in the most effective and efficient manner, I am concerned that the number of people who “fall through the cracks” will increase.  DRS should ensure that those who meet the most severe criteria will, in fact, be served versus being labeled too severe or unable to work in a competitive employment setting.  An example of this is when job development efforts for one of our consumers produced few results over a 15-month period, the person was determined to be unemployable without having really taken into account the sporadic authorization history.  Month-long gaps between authorizations caused breaks in services due to turnovers of three different DRS counselors and other DRS delays.  Rarely are jobs found for people who fit the most severe criteria in 10 hours.  Very few of us without a disability could find a job in ten hours.  I suggest that DRS use it funds more effectively by improving responsiveness to the authorization requests.  This practice of small number of hours applies to the job coaching and training services, as well when the person who is placed.  Another example is a gentleman who was placed for whom we requested 80 hours of initial training.  The counselor gave us a verbal approval to do that, but would only issue a portion of that at a time and then expected the provider to generate a report for issuing the next portion, which caused gaps in services at a critical juncture in the process.  The result is that both the provider and the DRS personnel spend several hours processing each authorization when, if the needed amount were authorized at once, the  administrative time could be greatly reduced.  Generally, those meeting the most severe criteria will qualify for supported employment, which means there must be a reasonable expectation that long-term funding will be available.  With the severe economic situation at both the state and local levels, will there be increased funding for Long-Term Employment Support Services?  If there is not, then how will DRS adequately serve this group of people, those already in employment, as well as those transitioning from school?

I am most concerned that there will be people for whom a vocational evaluation does not always address the functionality of the person and, based on that evaluation, there may not be even a recommendation for situational assessment to get that next step, and that person is pretty much denied services.  When you get really small authorizations and you're in job development, you only have ten hours, which is really only one-and-a-half days of service.  Immediately the staff have to generate another report.  As a result, my staff end up trying to conserve that authorization to their direct contact time, versus the ancillary things that they might be doing and the administrative time.  DRS ends up paying more when we have to generate those reports more frequently.  For an individual who is placed in the initial training, if they're in supported employment, it's doubtful that they're going to need only two weeks of service, and 80 hours really only covers two weeks.  The result is that we’re only being given a portion of that, and then have to generate a report.  That is inefficient, and sometimes we've had to continue a service, and we haven't gotten the next increment of hours because the person is on the job.  The result is alienating the employer by not being there to provide the service we promised we would. 

I want to compliment DRS for its efforts and accomplishments at cooperative relationships with other community agencies, particularly in Northern Virginia, where DRS has been a model, not only for the state but for the entire country.  An example of its cooperative relationships with Fairfax County Public Schools and with the Community Services Board is a couple of weeks ago, the Fairfax County Public Schools held a vendor resource fair for Special Ed students; most of the people in this room were there to speak with parents, families, and students with disabilities.  There were over 200 people in attendance, and it was pouring rain.  This is an example of how the three agencies work together to serve people with disabilities.  I know that the Fairfax-Falls Church Community Services Board has always had a cooperative relationship with DRS.  Just in the last year, DRS has increased its efforts to make the most efficient use of what are limited resources, not only for DRS but for the CSB.  The joint programming, cooperation and collaboration have really enhanced the services and outcomes for people with disabilities.  Status 04 consumers would be eligible for any services like counseling and guidance, or they would basically be on hold until they either were there for 12 months, or that category was opened up.

I work at Falls Church High School in a pretty unique program for physically challenged children.  We work with DRS and with the Community Service Board when we're transitioning our students out of school.  We have several students that we pretty much call the cognitively aware, but severely physically challenged child is kind of “caught between the cracks;” there's no place for them to go.  They do not qualify for Community Service Board services because of their ISQ scores, but they certainly need ongoing support and supervision to be successful in the work world.  We've tried to develop several programs in the school system, and we've been pretty successful at getting these young people pumped up for a life after school, and then there's nothing there.  I have too many kids sitting at home doing nothing.  We have the Disability Determination waiver now that is helping somewhat, but it is so limited and so few people are able to take advantage of it.  There's not enough money for everybody.  
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