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Public Comment and Agency Responses
During the fall of 2012, DBVI conducted four public meetings, three of which were held in conjunction with consumer advocacy group meetings and one which was held at the Virginia Rehabilitation Center for the Blind and Vision Impaired (VRCBVI).  These meetings conducted by the DBVI Vocational Rehabilitation Director were held in Roanoke, Richmond, and in Northern Virginia with approximately 80 consumers, parents, support group members, State Rehabilitation Council members and other interested stakeholders in attendance in total; DBVI Regional Managers were in attendance at the meetings in Roanoke and at one meeting in Northern Virginia, and the Director of VRCBVI attended the Richmond meeting in order to assist with individual concerns that could be addressed at the local level.    
Five areas of focus were identified during this public comment period.  These areas included 1) funding, 2) assistive technology, 3) accessing services, 4) transition services, and, 5) questions regarding public comment in general.  This document is a summary of comments and agency responses from those meetings. 
1.  Funding 

Comment - How are DBVI services funded and programs?

Agency Response – DBVI is funded through a combination of federal and state funds. Vocational Rehabilitation Services are funded through a grant administered by the U.S. Department of Education, Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) that requires a state match.    Services provided to older adults are funded by the Older Blind Grant which is also administered by RSA.  Education, Rehabilitation Teaching/Independent Living, Low Vision Services and the Library and Resource Center are funded solely with state general funds.  The Virginia Industries for the Blind (VIB) is supported fully by self-generated funds.  VIB is largest portion of the DBVI budget and is totally self-funded and supported through revenues of approximately $32,000,000.  

Comment – Regarding new initiatives for the state plan, with current economic situation, how can we consider new initiatives when the state does not have additional funding?
Agency Response – DBVI needs to look at how existing funds are used and the administration is considering initiatives that do not necessarily require more funding.  DBVI has developed a state-of-the-art Assistive Technology and Low Vision demonstration lab at the Headquarters in Richmond that includes new technology as well as devices that were already available on hand.  The Library and Resource Center is providing cables and carts to increase use of BARD.  The state has a 4% budget reduction plan and VR funds may be impacted by sequester and fiscal cliff.  DBVI does not expect major impact in FFY 2013 but is not expecting additional funds in the immediate future.

Comment – Will the 4% reduction result in the closing of Order of Selection categories?

Agency response – DBVI cannot make that determination at this time and hopes that closure of categories will not be necessary. 
Comment – What can consumer advocacy groups, consumers, and other interested stakeholders do to help with legislation?

Agency response – Stakeholders can assist by contacting their legislators to express their concerns. 
Comment – When will the Governor’s budget come out?  How do you get a copy of the budget?
Agency response – The Governor’s budget was released on December 19, 2012 and can be accessed by visiting the Governor’s website at http://www.governor.virginia.gov/news/viewRelease.cfm?id=1059 .  

2.  Assistive Technology 
Comment – Has DBVI considered hiring individuals  who are trained to provide training in JAWS or Zoom Text?  Sometimes the tutors who are contracted are not able to meet specific consumer needs.  

Agency Response – DBVI employs agency qualified Rehabilitation Engineers who specialize in rehabilitation technology and are knowledgeable about screen reading technology such as JAWS and Zoom Text.   These staff are located throughout Virginia and serve consumers through each of DBVI’s six regional offices.   Additionally, the VRCBVI has computer instructors who are familiar with rehabilitation technology and who teach basic keyboarding and provide JAWS and Zoom Text Training to students at the Center.  DBVI also maintains a list of technology tutors who must demonstrate a certain level of competency in both teaching and software used by blind individuals to access printed material.  Consumers who have needs that cannot be met by a tutor who is contracted by DBVI should alert the agency so another solution can be located.
Comment – DBVI should coordinate AT training with groups instead of doing it individually using the community college system.

Agency Response – Thank you for the suggestion.  This is an option that DBVI can consider.
3.  Accessing Services 
Comment - I was glad to have orientation and mobility instruction.  The instructor was nice and courteous and told me,  “You do your part.  If you do that, I will orient you to where you are.”

Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.
Comment -  Recently, I was made aware of an individual who is a business man in the area and needs training, generally what would be received at VRCBVI.  Because of business responsibilities, this man cannot leave work to come to Richmond.  DBVI does not appear to have ample time to assist that individual.  What can be done to provide an alternative?

Agency Response - Most DBVI services or training provided at VRCBVI can be provided at the local level by Regional Office staff, however, services may not be as intensive as the program at VRCBVI.  

At the local level, consumers and potentially their families can access an array of supports ranging from prevention services for youngsters to older blind services for individuals who are aged 55 and older.  DBVI’s scope and services at the local level include  Low Vision, Vocational Rehabilitation including Transition Services, Education Services, Deafblind Services, Orientation and Mobility Instruction, Rehabilitation Teaching/ Independent Living, Assistive Technology, and the Business Enterprise Program.

Comment - I would like to see an adult summer camp type of program.  

Agency Response:  In the past, DBVI administered an older blind retreat program that provided resources and tips and opportunities for interaction with other individuals experiencing the same types of issues or situations.  DBVI will be resuming that activity in 2014.  There are no plans to establish an adult summer camp.
Comment - Are you aware of pedia-vision – computerized equipment?

Agency Response – DBVI staff are aware of this technology, however medically related evaluations are not conducted by the agency.

Comment - Regarding services locally or at VRCBVI, has the agency considered taking volunteers who are blind to help with counseling and other services in the community?
Agency Response -  DBVI does not use volunteers to provide agency services, however, there may be volunteer opportunities especially for peer mentoring.  DBVI cannot use volunteers to instruct without certifications unless the agency is confident that the volunteer knows how to teach the topic in question.    
Comment - DBVI provides good services in the field and at the VRCBVI.  Orientation training was helpful and has used orientation and mobility skills learned.

Agency Response - Thank you for your comment.
Comment - The staff at DBVI and VRCBVI are knowledgeable and caring.  The problem is there is a lack of organization of information for people who are new to Virginia.  There is a real lack in availability of information.  Centralized information regarding housing, transportation, social services, advocacy, health care and other general information in the state would be helpful.  DBVI should have a resource person or department with a clearinghouse that should handle anything from advocacy to attending the center.  Perhaps something like a hotel concierge.    

Agency Response - Thank you for the suggestion.

Comment - Recommend that the schedule for Family Day at VRCBVI be sent to students and their families through e-mail and text.    The weekly menu could easily be sent via e-mail or text.  The DBVI website or a facebook page could also be used.
Agency Response - DBVI is using e-mail to communicate with consumers receiving services that have e-mail and prefer communication through e-mail.  DBVI can create a space on the website about various activities and resource information.  DBVI has created a facebook page and has begun posting related items.
Comment - When you finish the program, can you go to college?
Agency Response - The DBVI Vocational Rehabilitation Program may sponsor college for individuals whose vocational goals require a college education for entry into competitive integrated employment.

Comment -   Personal Home Management in VRCBVI classes need to have a vocational focus.  Like how to shave, grooming how to tie a tie, and ironing a button down shirt and how to be prepared for work. 
Agency Response - Thank you for the suggestion.  DBVI will consider ways to increase the vocational rehabilitation focus in personal home management for consumers whose programs are of a vocational nature.
Comment - Cooking class should be expanded to include a nutrition focus.  These classes should be more focused on healthy cooking and nutrition.

Agency Response - VRCBVI covers nutrition in limited detail in a health class.  This is certainly an area that can be improved upon.  Thank you for the comment.
Comment - Recommends that DBVI develop a pre-college program on a college campus that is an intensive month of study habits, keeping room clean, the basics of transitioning into college and high level study skills. The advantage is that the student is actually in a campus environment; in the summer students could live in the dorm at a college and actually attend a class.   VRCBVI is great for general life skills, not so much as a college session.

Agency Response - When there are enough students interested in college assessment, VRCBVI conducts a two week assessment program that includes having students attend lectures, learning to take notes, and receiving recommendations assistive technology or other equipment as needed.  DBVI is considering incorporating a college preparation program.  

Comment - Would like to see a more extensive recreational skills program at VRCBVI that would include recreation options like yoga or Pilates which would be very beneficial.  Would like more extensive recreational skill building like hiking, biking, and trail blazing.  This could be a good community relationship building.  VRCBVI could consider the Healing Waters (fly fishing program)

Agency Response – DBVI recognizes that recreational skill development builds confidence and is working towards developing a stronger program in that area.  The agency is looking for ways to make recreational activities more interesting and is looking for ideas which include incorporating wellness into all classes.  Additionally, VRCBVI is considering expanding classes to include cooking, exercise, and dance classes…not just for students at VRCBVI but also for the blind community in the area.  Thank you for the recommendations.  
Comment – Suggest that since the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended includes “informed choice” that staff be trained to understand the concept to ensure that individuals receive the adjustment to blindness training that best meets their needs.  I am concerned that people are being told by the Regional Manager in the Fairfax Office that someone cannot go out of state for training because of cost.  
Agency Response - Thank you for your comment.  DBVI concurs that additional training about “informed choice” is needed by DBVI staff.  The VR Program administers a monthly training program and has “informed choice” on the schedule for one of those sessions.  Additionally, the VR Program Policy and Procedures manual is being revised to included clearer guidance pertaining to “informed choice.”  Regarding individuals attending training out of the state of Virginia, DBVI does indeed sponsor consumers to attend training out of state on a regular basis.  However, DBVI will ensure that VR staff in the six regional offices understand clearly that consumers can participate in out of state training programs if those programs can best meet the consumer’s individual needs.  DBVI will also train staff to ensure that they understand that a service cannot be denied solely based on the cost of the service.
Comment - I am a very strong supporter of Business Opportunities for the Blind (BOB).  It appears very hard to convince counselors to send individuals into the program. It appears to be very hard to convince counselors to VRCs to send people to the BOB program.  The State Vending facility manual needs to be online.

Agency Response – DBVI routinely encourages VR Counselor to refer individuals to the Business Enterprise Program which is administered by the Business Opportunities for the Blind.  Your comment regarding the State Vending Facility Manual will be shared with the Director of the Randolph-Sheppard Vending Stand program.
Comment - What is the amount of time from referral to admission to the Rehabilitation Center?
Agency Response – The period of time between referral for programs at VRCBVI and admission to the center is approximately one month.  This period can vary slightly depending on receipt of current eye and medical reports.  

Comment - How long can a VR case be opened? Why would case be closed? 

Agency Response – An individual’s VR case does not remain open indefinitely because VR services are by nature intended to time limited.  Each individual is different so closure of a case is based their unique needs and planned services.  A case is closed for several different reasons including but not limited to successful employment for a period of at least 90 days, when the individual no longer wants services or is not benefitting from services,  or when DBVI cannot locate an individual in order to provide services.  An individual’s case is also closed if the individual’s goal is not employment.
Comment – where can DBVI VR Policies and Procedures be located?

Agency Response – DBVI VR Policies and Procedures can be found on the agency website at http://www.vdbvi.org/voc_rehab_manual.asp .  Individuals seeking information regarding VR Policies and Procedures may also contact Susan Davis Payne, Vocational Rehabilitation Director at susan.payne@dbvi.virginia.gov or by phone by calling 804-371-3140 or toll free at 800-622-2155.

Comment – If an individual has an active VR case open and has equipment in need of repair, what is a reasonable expectation of when equipment will be returned so the individual can continue their program? 
Agency Response – There is not specific time frame for repairs though DBVI makes every effort to assist with repairs as quickly and efficiently as possible.  Time frame is determined by whether DBVI can address issues with equipment through agency staff or whether equipment needs to be returned to the manufacturer.
4.  Transition Services
Comment - Regional Offices have been less willing to provide or actually add more barriers for funding transition programs for students.  Their definition of job club is too narrow.   Individuals are being told that students cannot get information unless their questions are directly related to work.  Please speak to regional offices and expand transition services.  Norfolk office is a problem in particular.  There are barriers to students getting services in that office.
Agency response – Thank you for your comment.  DBVI places high priority on Transition Services and tries to provide quality services through the Summer Transition programs at VRCBVI and at the local level through direct services to students and by scheduling transition services events.  A problem that DBVI experiences is that students and their families often do not participate in activities outside of school.  The agency welcomes the opportunity to partner with consumer advocacy groups and other stakeholders to expand extra-curricular transition activities for students and their families.  DBVI will ensure that staff in the Norfolk Office are aware of the concerns expressed in your comment.
5.  Unserved populations 
Comment – regarding underserved or minority populations.  A group that is not served well are blind and visually impaired Native Americans.  DBVI should contact tribal councils to make headway in servicing these individuals.  The tribes may be reluctant to access services.

Agency response – The tribes in Virginia are not federally recognized, however, DBVI will make efforts to contact them regarding services.  DBVI would welcome suggestions stakeholders have for establishing a relationship with Virginia’s tribal councils.
Comment – regarding underserved populations.  Recommend that DBVI contact the district governors of the Lions of Virginia to identify underserved populations of people. 
Agency response – Thank you for the suggestion.
Comment – how many Native Americans does DBVI serve?

Agency response – According to the Comprehensive State Wide Needs Assessment conducted by Mississippi State University for the agency in 2012, DBVI served less than 10 Native Americans during the 2010-2013 time period.  Of note is that statistics that DBVI captures come directly from an internal case management data base.  Identification of an individual’s race and ethnic origin are self-disclosed by individuals seeking services.  
5.  Public Comment General Information

Comment - Does the summary of public comment identify the individuals who made the comment?   Are public comments confidential?
Agency Response - By nature of being a public meeting participants speaking at a DBVI public meeting make their comments in a public forum.  However, DBVI does not identify individuals by name when documenting public comment and preparing the agency response. 
Comment - Are there public meetings across the state, are there support groups?

Agency Response - DBVI conducted four public meeting across the state in 2013 and these meetings are frequently held in conjunction with consumer groups of one kind or another.  Support groups or consumer advocacy groups such as RAVE, the National Federation of the Blind, and Old Dominion Council for the Blind have been collaborating with DBVI for many years to facilitate broad public comment opportunities.
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