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2014 Public Comments and Agency Responses

During the fall of 2013, DBVI conducted five public meetings in preparation for development of the 2015 State Plan.  These meetings were held in Roanoke in conjunction with the Roanoke Alliance for the Visually Enabled (RAVE), in Norfolk and Arlington in collaboration with the Independence Center, Inc. and the ENDependence Center respectively, in Fredericksburg in conjunction with the National Federation of the Blind State Convention, and, in Richmond at the Virginia Center for the Blind and Vision Impaired.
Approximately 54 individuals attended and participated in public comment sessions in 2013 including 22 individuals in Roanoke, three individuals in Norfolk, 0 individuals in Arlington, 20 in Fredericksburg, and nine in Richmond.  Additionally, four DBVI Regional Managers, two VR Counselors, eight instructors from VRCBVI, three administrators from VRCBVI, and three administrators from the DBVI Headquarters including the Commissioner, Deputy Commissioner for Services, and the Vocational Rehabilitation Director attended one or more of the public meetings.  One SRC member who serves in the capacity of VR Counselor (ex-officio) attended two public meetings; this individual is also represented as one of the two DBVI VR Counselors who attended a public meeting.
Though there was a wide range of comments, general theme included access to computer training and rehabilitation technology, outreach to the community, services to older blind individuals who are uninterested in employment, and general service provision. 
This document serves to provide a summary of public comment and DBVI’s responses to those comments.  This summary will be used to facilitate the development of the DBVI 2015 State Plan in addition to recommendations from the DBVI State Rehabilitation Council, and analysis of consumer satisfaction surveys conducted during the 2013 federal fiscal year.
Comment – How is (was) the agency affected by the government shutdown.

Agency Response – Though the Rehabilitation Services Administration that administers the State/Federal public vocational rehabilitation program was impacted by the government shutdown, DBVI was able to continue providing vocational rehabilitation services to blind, deafblind, and visually impaired individuals who were applying for or receiving vocational rehabilitation services.  Primary impact to DBVI was related to a short term inability to draw down of federal funds during the days that the Rehabilitation Services Administration offices were closed.  When federal offices reopened, this temporary issue was resolved.  

Comment – Does the department have someone who can go into retirement homes to talk about services for older individuals?  There is real need in retirement communities for information about older blind programs.
Agency Response – DBVI can indeed provide information to individuals who are blind, deafblind, or visually impaired who reside retirement communities by either giving informational presentations or speaking directly to individual who need older blind services.  These informational presentations or personal visits are provided at the local level through DBVI’s staff in six regional offices located in Bristol, Fairfax, Norfolk, Richmond, Roanoke, and Staunton.  Through the Rehabilitation Teaching/Independent Living Program and the Older Blind Grant, DBVI may provide an array of services to individuals aged 55 and older that include assistance with home management skills, orientation and mobility training, communication skills, independent living skills, adjustment to blindness, recreational and adaptive skills training.  Eligible Individuals must have severe visual disability which, for that individual, constitutes a substantial impediment to personal independent functioning
Comment – Eye doctors don’t know about DBVI, individuals want information in eye doctor’s offices in large print – in black and white print – not a small print brochure or colored paper.  Brochures do not help individuals who are blind or low vision.  
Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.  DBVI can easily develop a one page large print information sheet to put in physician’s offices.  
Comment – Can DBVI put information, such as large print brochures or information sheets, in the public libraries?
Agency Response – Thank you for the suggestion, DBVI will research the possibility of putting outreach materials in public libraries.  
Comment – Can the seminars at VRCBVI be conducted in the community or be conducted remotely through Skype or audio format like online college classes using Audible or Windows Media Player.  Can DBVI do outreach to colleges to address issues such inaccessibility of Blackboard?  Blackboard is not accessible to internet explorer.  

Agency Response – Thank you for the suggestion regarding remote presentation of seminars, VRCBVI is working with the Regional Offices to provide training opportunities to DBVI consumers and the public at the Regional Office Locations and these suggestions are very helpful.  As for accessibility of the Blackboard program, the DBVI Rehabilitation Technology Program Director researched accessibility of Blackboard and found the program to be accessible for screen readers.   Sometimes individuals are not aware of the available JAWS commands to read virtual screens.  For example, it is easier to go to and read a table by pressing a “T” rather than trying to read the arrows.  When wanting to go to major sections of a screen you can press an “H” to jump to the headings
Comment – This commenter indicated that Lisa Tays, Roanoke Office Orientation and Mobility Instructor is dedicated, caring, knows her “stuff” and is the best orientation and mobility instructor the commenter ever had.  

Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.
Comment – This commenter reported recently losing his vision and indicates that this loss has caused a lot of life transitions and those individuals who are becoming blind need to understand that their mental health is impacted by vision loss.  He commented that the purpose of DBVI is to get people back to work and stated that different studies show that mental health treatment and support is critical to keeping a job and getting a job.  He suggests that DBVI include mental health counseling when individuals initially come to DBVI.  Vocational rehabilitation counselors should determine who would be helped by a personal mental health counselor to determine who is depressed.  Vocational rehabilitation counselors don’t have time to work on mental health counseling in addition to everything else they do.  He suggests that there be a therapist to check in with individuals after an initial visit.
Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.  DBVI may provide mental health counseling to individuals who require that counseling in obtain, regain, or maintain employment.  However, mental health counseling is provided based on individual need rather than an assumption that everyone who is blind, vision impaired, or deafblind needs mental health counseling.
Comment - Compared with other states, Virginia has good services that are individualized.
Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.

Comment – Is Norfolk going to hire a Rehabilitation Technologist in Norfolk?  Commenter expressed that she has individual problems with her technology and needs assistance.  

Agency Response – DBVI has filled the Rehabilitation Technologist position in the Norfolk Regional Office.  DBVI has assisted this commenter with her technology needs.
Comment - Regarding underserved populations, this commenter indicated that many people in the community don’t know about DBVI services.  Individuals who become blind or visually impaired later in life just don’t know about DBVI.  Some people who have visual problems go to DARS.  Consumers with vision loss who go to DARS do not get the same kind of support.  
Agency Response – The DBVI administration is aware that outreach into the community to educate the public about DBVI services is important.  As a means to that end, a Marketing Team has been developed that is focusing on how to get the message out to communities that services are available to blind, deafblind, and visually impaired individuals of all ages.  A new brochure is being developed along with presentation materials that can be used by DBVI staff in presentations, to share with optometrists or ophthalmologists, and with other community stakeholders.  Additionally, outreach is part of the DBVI VR State Plan and included efforts that will be taken by Regional Offices and Headquarters staff to educate the public about blind services.

Comment – Do eye doctors know about DBVI?  Recommendation made by the commenter to provide information to the Department of Social Service and eye doctors in the state.  Recommended that DBVI develop relationships with personnel offices on the military bases in the area.
Agency Response – Please see previous agency response.  DBVI will consider ways to develop relationships with personnel office on military bases in Virginia and thanks you for this suggestion.
Comment – DBVI staff are doing a lot of great things and attempting to help even people who have had cases opened and closed several times.  Wish there were training opportunities in the community like in Richmond.
Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.   DBVI has six regional offices in Richmond, Fairfax, Norfolk, Staunton, and Bristol where eligible individuals can access vocational rehabilitation, orientation and mobility, rehabilitation teaching, low vision, and deafblind, rehabilitation technology services in the community setting.  Though these services are also provided at VRCBVI, the biggest difference in the provision of services at the local is that services are not as intensive on a day to day basis.

Comment – In recent times, services have improved, staff try to motivate and try different things to help individuals move forward.  We want more training like computer training; still need computer training and tutoring opportunities.
Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.  Each Regional Office has a rehabilitation technology lab that can be used by individuals to access computer training from agency staff or tutors from the DBVI Tutor Network.  These technology labs can offer talking typing tutor and other computer resources including rehabilitation technology assessment and evaluation. To access these computer resources, individuals need to contact their vocational rehabilitation counselor or if not receiving services can contact the regional manager in each of the six regional offices.  Regional Offices can be reached by calling the DBVI toll free number at 1-800-622-2155.
Comment - People need computer skills and to review computer skills in order to get or keep jobs as technology advances.

Agency Response – DBVI can assist individuals in accessing computer skills training in their homes and in the Regional Office rehabilitation technology labs.
Comment – Individuals with brain injury and stroke frequently have vision issues and frequently need services.  

Agency Responses – DBVI concurs.  Both DBVI and the Department for Aging and Rehabilitative Services (DARS) provide vocational rehabilitation services to eligible individuals who have barriers to employment because of brain injury or stroke.  If you or someone you know has disabilities because of brain injury please call the DBVI toll free phone number at 1-800-622-2155 for individuals whose vision is affected and  the DARS toll free number at 1-800-662-7000 for individuals who have physical or other disabilities.
Comment – Are there are tax credits for businesses for hiring people with disabilities.

Agency Response – Yes, there are tax credits for businesses that hire people with disabilities.  Details can be found at http://www.irs.gov/Businesses/Small-Businesses-&-Self-Employed/Tax-Benefits-for-Businesses-Who-Have-Employees-with-Disabilities .
Comment – Any discussion about the agency being consolidated with DARS?
Agency Response – At this time there are no plans for DBVI to be consolidated with DARS.

Comment – It seems there is a bit of animosity from some DBVI staff in the Norfolk Office toward the National Federation for the Blind.  Consumers are being discouraged from attending the VRCBVI and there are negative comments regarding the NFB.  People over 50 are not receiving services because of age.  

Agency response – DBVI obtained further information from this commenter regarding her concerns.  DBVI Staff in the region identified by the commenter have been provided guidance regarding the expectation that negative comments regarding the NFB and VRCBVI will not be tolerated.  Additionally, DBVI will ensure that staff in all regions are aware that there is no age restriction on provision of services. 
Comment - Is there a limit of time someone should be in school?  When do services begin related to eye exams?  One consumer was told by staff they had to get an eye exam themselves prior to provision of services which caused a delay in services.
Agency Response – DBVI has established guidelines defining the number of semesters in which bachelor and graduate level degrees are expected to be reasonably obtained in response to data that identified that some individuals receiving DBVI VR services requesting sponsorship for college would then take  to 10 to 12 years to get an associated degree – no vocational goal was being obtained.  Eye reports are used to determine eligibility; services begin as soon as that determination has been made.  DBVI may purchase an eye exam for individuals who apply for VR services when that individual does not have a recent report or if the individual is unable to obtain an eye exam themselves. 
Comment – Can diagnostics also be provided through the older blind grant?
Agency response – Yes, diagnostics are used to determine what types of services an individual may require and that may be provided by the Older Blind Grant.
Comment – This commenter had concerns about a specific DBVI policy that precludes sponsorship of tuition to sectarian schools and sponsorship of seminary.
Agency Response – The DBVI VR Policy that addresses sponsorship of tuition at sectarian schools and seminaries is based on state law.  The Office of the Attorney General has reviewed and confirmed the policy to be in compliance with state law.   The only action that could potentially change the policy would be have the Virginia Constitution changed or to bring a federal law suit.  It was noted from an employee of the United Stated Department of Education, Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) who was in the audience that the Office of General Council determined that it is left to the states to make the determination regarding sponsorship of sectarian schools.

Comment – This commenter was served out of Fairfax Office for two years and asked for assistance in developing a resume.  The commenter indicated that DBVI should spend time on individuals who already have proven themselves instead of individuals who haven’t worked.

Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.
Comment – Regarding the Randolph-Sheppard program; referrals are needed to keep the program going.  Is the reason there are not enough referrals because DBVI Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors don’t know enough or understand the program?

Agency Response – Decline in referrals to the Randolph-Sheppard Program is a national issue and DBVI Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors has been fully trained to understand the Randolph-Sheppard Program.  Years ago when referrals were higher, it is possible that individuals didn’t know there were so many options for employment.  Additionally, informed choice is part of why individuals do not go into the program, the work is hard and demanding and management skills are required.  
Comment – Many people have misconceptions of the Randolph-Sheppard Program.  Job shadows are available and summer work employment opportunities for students also exist.

Agency Response – Individuals who are interested in the Randolph-Sheppard may contact Brendon Jewell at the DBVI Headquarter building by calling 804-371-3140 or toll free at 1-800-622-2155.  Mr. Jewell can also be contact via e-mail at brendon.jewell@dbvi.virginia.gov .
Comment – This commenter made suggestions about helping people get ready for work.  For people who have gone to college there should be some support to search out work and jobs.  At VRCBVI, the commenter reports that he got good tips on resume development and dressing for interviews and would like to see these services expanded to five.  In the field offices, there were only part-time job placement specialists; these should be full time jobs with people to help clients.  Counselors should set up information interviews and job shadows.  

Agency Response – Thank you for your comments.  Unfortunately, there are no plans to hire job placements specialists at this time.  DBVI routinely assist individuals with setting up interviews and job shadows and also expect that individuals receiving services take responsibilities to locate interviews as well.  It is a partnership between the vocational rehabilitation counselor and the individual to locate a job for that person.
Comment – The suggestion was made that public meetings should be held in the Winchester, the Loudoun County area, Christiansburg or Charlottesville.  

Agency Response – Thank you for your comment, DBVI will consider these suggestions when scheduling public meeting for FFY 2015.

Comment – What is the success rate for older individual with vision rate loss re-entering the work force? 

Agency Response – DBVI does not maintain statistics of the success rate for older blind individuals entering or re-entering the workforce.  However, success for older workers re-entering the work force is dependent on how willing these workers are to learn the about new markets and becoming competent in the use of technology in the work place.  When re-entering the work force, individuals must focus on their skills and abilities and how they enrich the work force along with simple explanations about why they have not been working and what they have been doing with their time between jobs.    Volunteer or unpaid internships or experiences provide older workers a way to obtain work experience in new markets and to learn about and use newer the technology.  Providing sound references that address current skills are very important.

Comment – How do you find volunteer opportunities?
Agency Response - Network with people you know, identify your interests, consider non-profit organizations whose business is compatible with your personal interests.  Making contact with consumer advocacy groups is helpful as is working with a vocational rehabilitation counselor to locate volunteer opportunities. 

Comment –   This commenter indicated that his vocational rehabilitation counselor, Don Elder, had been very timely in making contact to open the commenter’s case.  Mr. Elder gave quick responses to questions.  Other staff in the Roanoke office including the rehabilitation teacher, orientation and mobility instructor, and intake worker were all very timely in providing services.

Agency Response - Thank you for your comment.
Comment – This commenter expresses that DBVI has improved the Staunton office which is now a more positive place.  The commenter is learning new things with new staff in Staunton.
Agency Response – Thank you for your comment.
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