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Summary of FFY 2015 and 2016 Public Comment and Agency Response

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) of 2014 reauthorized the Rehabilitation Act of 1993 as amended.  Changes to the Rehabilitation Act subsequent to WIOA impact the development of state plans developed by VR agencies and in Virginia that change includes the development of a Combined State Plan with mandated Workforce partners identified in Title I of WIOA.  Because of the decision made by the Rehabilitation Services Administration of the U.S. Department of Education that states would not be required to submit State Plans until March of 2016, DBVI determined to combine public comments from FFYs 2015 and 2016.

During the fall of 2014, DBVI conducted four FFY 2015 public meetings in Roanoke, Norfolk, Fairfax, and Richmond, respectively.  Approximately 57 individuals attended in addition to eight DBVI field staff members and three administrators.  The summary of these comments and agency responses were to be included in the FFY 2015 state plan; since ultimately no 2015 plan was required, they are incorporated into one document along with comments for FFY 2016.  
During the fall of 2015, DBVI conducted five FFY 2016 public meetings in Roanoke, Richmond, Fairfax, and Norfolk, respectively.  Approximately 50 people attended in addition to a total of eleven DBVI staff members including administrators, regional managers, and vocational rehabilitation counselors. The summary of the comments and agency responses for FFY 2016, along with those from FFY 2015 were considered as part of developing DBVI’s portion of the 2016 Virginia WIOA Combined State Plan. 
FFY 2015 Comments and Agency Responses

Comment:  Orientation and Mobility instruction is so important for individuals who want to work or live independently.  Why doesn’t the Roanoke Valley have more than one mobility instructor?
Agency response: The number of Orientation and Mobility instructors in any given DBVI Field office is based on the number of individuals who appear to require those services. In the Roanoke Valley, DBVI has determined that only one instructor is necessary to meet the need at this time.
Comment: This commenter expressed appreciation for services they received through the Roanoke Office RT/IL staff.   
Comment:   A member of the community who represents VISTAR attended the Roanoke public meeting in order to make contact with DBVI to learn more about DBVI services and to identify ways to best refer people for VR services.    This commenter suggested that VISTAR Physicians ought to be aware of DBVI and services.  

Agency Response:  DBVI Roanoke Regional Office staff shared business cards with the VISTAR representative and DBVI will network with VISTAR to educate physicians.  
Comment: This commenter reported that she has glaucoma and indicated that she learned of DBVI through 211.  She expressed the importance of agencies to checking in with the 211 phone resource to ensure that information and numbers remain current.
Agency Response:  DBVI will follow-up on this recommendation to ensure that contact information is accurate.

Comment: How will the budget shortfall impact DBVI services. 
Agency response:  Based on the budgetary climate in the state at this time, DBVI anticipates budget cuts but does not yet know what those cuts will be.  The agency knows that the VR program will be impacted but does not anticipate closing order of selection categories.
Comment:  Has there been any rumbling about consolidating DBVI and other agencies?
Agency Response:  Over the years it has frequently been suggested that DBVI be consolidated with the Department of Aging and Rehabilitative Services. DBVI is not aware of any move to consolidate DBVI with any other agency at this time.

Comment:  This commenter indicated that she was concerned that Medicare recipients are under-served in general.
Agency Response:  DBVI services are provided to eligible individuals regardless of whether they receive Medicare.

Comment: This commenter indicated that senior citizens have been told by DBVI staff in the Norfolk Office that there is no help for older adults seeking computer training 
Agency Response:  In the vocational rehabilitation program individuals may receive computer training, regardless of age, when that training is required in order for the individual to accomplish their employment goal.  In the Rehabilitation Teaching/Independent Living program, eligible individuals may receive computer training based on individual need and available funding. 

Comment:  This commenter expressed concern that more individuals are needed in the BEP program.  Additionally, the commenter indicated that there are opportunities for individuals to participate in job shadowing or summer work to learn more about the program if they are interested.
Agency Response:  This is a comment that the agency receives every year.  DBVI is taking steps within the Business Enterprise Program and the VR Program to update business practices, training, and marketing the program to individuals seeking services, especially younger workers who may wish to pursue careers in small business.  As for opportunities for summer work and job shadowing, DBVI VR Counselors routinely share these opportunities with transition-aged youth and adults who express interest in these service options.
Comment:  Is there a lapse in time between receiving services and getting a job, especially when students have completed their training at VRCBVI?
Agency Response:  There can sometimes be a delay in the time between receiving services, including training at VRCBVI, generally because the agency is gathering information to determine eligibility or because finding competitive integrated jobs can be a time consuming endeavor.    During 2015, DBVI developed a Workforcewhose focus is entirely on establishing relationships with business in communities across the Commonwealth for the purpose of finding jobs for individuals receiving VR services through DBVI.  This unit consists of a Director of Workforce, Supervisor of Workforce Services, and four Workforce Specialists.   
Comment:  How will the new Braille Code be incorporated into the VR program?

Agency Response:  In partnership with the Virginia Department of Education, DBVI has already provided professional training to Itinerate Teachers of the Visually Impaired and to DBVI staff who will teach Unified English Braille (UEB) at VRCBVI or in the field.   Braille instruction is more directly aligned between VRCBVI and Rehabilitation Teaching than with the VR Program.  DBVI is committed to ensuring that staff teaching braille have the appropriate training and credentials so that individuals receiving services are getting training to meet their needs.
Comment:  Why does the DBVI VR Program require that individuals provide information about their personal finances?  
Agency Response:  DBVI is a state that chooses to consider an individual’s participation in the cost of certain services.  Obtaining personal financial data allows the agency to consider an individual’s income along with exclusions, such as family size, to determine whether the individual will participate in paying for certain services.

Comment:  How is the performance of VR Counselors rated?  
Agency Response:  VR Counselors have an Employee Work Plan (EWP) that identifies key measures including performance outcomes established by the Rehabilitation Services Administration.  These measures include, but are not limited to, time spent on workforce activities such as developing jobs for individuals and providing vocational guidance and counseling.  When the WIOA regulations are promulgated, DBVI will review EWP core responsibilities and revise accordingly.
Comment:  Is WIOA available for people to review and when will regulations be finalized?
Agency Comment:  Yes, people can review Public Law 113-128, the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 at http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/rsa/wioa-reauthorization.html .  Regulations are still being developed by the US Department of Education, Rehabilitation Services Administration which has included at least three opportunities for public comment beginning in the fall of 2014.

Comment:   Why do DBVI Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors use voice mail instead of answering the phone themselves?  People should be able to hear a voice instead of an answering machine.

Agency Comment:   DBVI Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors only spend about one day per week in the office.  All other days, they are in the field meeting with individuals who are applying for or receiving services or conducting workforce activities such as job development.  However, Counselors are required to initiate a return response within 24 hours during the Monday through Friday work week.
Comment:  This commenter thanked DBVI for providing vocational rehabilitation services and reported that he has been working and paying taxes for a long time.  
Comment: What is the situation on receiving Assistive Technology?  How is technology maintained?

Agency Comment:  Assistive Technology may be provided to individuals receiving vocational rehabilitation services when the individual requires the technology to participate in training or enter into competitive employment; sometimes assistive technology is loaned and sometimes purchased for the individual.  During the time an individual’s vocational rehabilitation case is open DBVI assists with routine maintenance or repair of the equipment and actually maintains title to the equipment for the first year.  After the first year and/or at case closure, whichever comes first, technology becomes the property of the individual.  At case closure, the individual assumes responsibility for maintenance and repair.
Comment:  This commenter reported that he received outstanding services from the Richmond field office.
Comment:   What if an individual works for a business that uses specialized software, can DBVI help?
Agency Comment:  DBVI absolutely can assist individuals who are working for businesses that use specialized software.  Rehabilitation Technology Specialists can provide technical assistance, make recommendations, and sometimes provide training to the business as well as to the individual.  Assistance regarding assistive technology can be obtained by contacting one of the DBVI Regional Offices or the DBVI Headquarters at 804-371-3140 or toll free at 800-662-3390.  
Comment:  Can Technology Tutors assist individuals with training on common software programs? And will DBVI assist individuals with reading and completing job paperwork?
Agency Response:  DBVI can provide individuals who are receiving vocational rehabilitation services with Technology Tutors to teach common software packages.  As well, when required by individuals receiving services, DBVI can, and routinely does, provide assistance with reading and completing job applications and other materials.
Comment:  How do state budget shortfalls impact vocational rehabilitation services provided to individuals who are blind, deafblind, or visually impaired.  Will there be staffing ratio problems that prevent individuals from receiving services.   

Agency Response: The DBVI Vocational Rehabilitation Program is funded through a combination of federal and state funds with the largest proportion coming from federal dollars.  DBVI has not and does not anticipate a situation where there is not enough money to serve all individuals applying for or currently receiving services.  As for the question regarding staffing ratios, though the caseloads of vocational rehabilitation counselors have increased in the past couple of years, staff are able to serve all individuals applying for currently receiving services.
Comment: What is Order of Selection? 

Agency Response:  Federal regulations pertaining to the provision of vocational rehabilitation services provide for VR agencies to operate under an Order of Selection if the state does not have enough funds to serve all eligible individuals.  The Order of Selection for DBVI includes three categories that identify type of vision loss, other disabilities an individual may have, the number of functional limitations the individual has, and how long it will take to serve the individual.  The categories at DBVI are individuals with Most Significant Disabilities, individuals with Significant Disabilities, and all other individuals.  If DBVI could not serve everyone, individuals with Most Significant Disabilities would be served first.  Currently, DBVI operates under an order of selection with all categories open.
Comment:  Students at VRCBVI want to have more input into how long they can stay at the Center to participate in training.  Additionally, they want more job shadowing opportunities, to learn about internships, and would like to hear from employers about what they want from employees.  
Agency Comment:  VRCBVI works collaboratively with the student and field staff regarding length of training required to meet the student’s needs.  As part of strategic planning activities, DBVI is developing more opportunities for students to participate in job shadowing in their home communities as well as at VRCBVI.  A suggestion for students participating in training at VRCBVI is that they take responsibility for scheduling an appointment with their VR Counselor before the student returns home to discuss job shadowing and informational interviews with employers.  Also, DBVI has a Workforce Unit that specializes in assisting individuals to have job experiences including job shadowing; students can access support from the Workforce Unit through their VR Counselor.

Comment:  When students return to their home communities, can they receive additional training?

Agency Response:  Individuals are able to access similar training in their home communities through the DBVI Regional Offices.  Training is more intensive at the VRCBVI where students participate in training on a daily basis.  In field offices, training is provided on a less frequent basis due to caseload sizes and geographic areas covered by agency staff. 
Comment:  VRCBVI should have a vocational wing so individuals in training can learn work skills, practice interviewing, developing resumes, job shadowing, and informational interviews.
Agency Response:  During FY 2015, VRCBVI has been participating in a year-long strategic planning designed to identify ways that vocational rehabilitation can and will be integrated into training programs and evaluations for students attending VRCBVI.  VR programming will include incorporating work related activities in all classes and programs including identifying work experience opportunities in the community for students at VRCBVI.  
Comment:  Individuals should have access to assistive technology and low vision devices so they can make informed choices about the devices that best meet their needs.  
Agency Responses:  Eligible individuals receiving VR services from DBVI are provided with access to assistive technology evaluations and low vision examinations as well as technology and low vision devices when those goods and services are necessary in order for the individual to accomplish their vocational goals.  VR Counselors, Rehabilitation Technologists, Low Vision examiners, VRCBVI staff, and the Low Vision Director work with individuals to ensure that they are aware of technology that is available to meet their needs so that those same individuals can make informed choices.  
Comment: VR Counselors don’t stay in contact with students when they are at VRCBVI.  
Agency Comment:  Generally speaking, when students are attending VRCBVI, their primary contact is with VRCBVI staff though VR Counselors are available to talk or meet with students participating in programs at the Center.  Students who desire contact with their VR Counselor are invited take responsibility for making contact whenever they need assistance that the counselor can provide.
2016 Public Comment and Agency Responses
Comment:  Why aren’t services done collectively – in a similar manner as the Lighthouse.  What is statewideness of services?

Agency Response:  As required by the Rehabilitation Act as amended by the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014, vocational rehabilitation services are provided in an individualized manner to ensure that the needs of the individual are being met.  Statewideness means that the same services are available to individuals regardless of where they reside in the State.  
Comment:  What is the difference between courtesy O&M and services identified in a plan?    Why can’t people get O&M if a case is not opened?  

Agency Comment:  DBVI provides limited courtesy O&M services to individuals for 16 hours or less.  For eligible individuals receiving VR services, O&M may be provided on an individualized basis as part of an Individualized Plan for Employment when needed to accomplish a vocational goal.  DBVI does not have the financial or personnel resources to provide O&M on an ongoing basis to individuals who do not have open cases with the agency.
Comment:  What are low vision services, aids, devices and how can they be accessed?
Agency Response:  For eligible individuals receiving VR services, Low Vision services may be provided when an individual wants to use their remaining or residual vision.  The services include, but are not limited to, low vision exams, magnifiers, sun wear, lamps, and CCTVs.
Comment:  Can DBVI provide transportation for individuals residing in the Roanoke area.
Agency Response:  DBVI does not provide transportation for eligible individuals receiving VR services unless it is specifically related to an individual participating in evaluation, training, or specific workforce activities.  
Comment:  This individual indicated that her VRC has done a wonderful job ensuring that the individual received support and assistance with disability related issues, assistive technology, and accommodations.  

Comment:   This individual recommends that when individuals are assigned to a new VR Counselor that the individual receive formal notification and that the new VR Counselor be informed of the individual’s needs.  
Agency Comment:  DBVI acknowledges that sometimes individuals receiving services have more than one VR Counselor over time and that it can be challenging to the individual receiving services feel that there is consistency.  The agency does make a concerted effort to inform individuals when there is a change in VR Counselors and to ensure that the new counselor becomes aware of and informed about the individual’s VR needs in a timely manner.  
Comment: Supervisors should meet with the individual and the VR counselor to make sure that everyone hears the same thing.
Agency Comment:  DBVI Regional Managers who supervise Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors generally do not meet with the individual and the VR counselor.  However, Regional Managers are available to offer technical or other assistance to both the individual and the VR Counselor if necessary to resolve problems or other issues.
Comment:   People who become blind need help to know they can do the same things they did before losing sight, things like artistic endeavors or other recreational or community activities.  It is important for staff and for the people themselves to recognize that they are more than the process of “just learning to adjust to blindness”.  This commenter recommends that DBVI get students together to participate in recreational programs at VRCBI; recreation should be added to the curriculum, especially pottery or wood working.
Agency Comment:  DBVI recognizes that individuals who are blind, vision impaired, or deafblind should participate in recreational and community activities and individuals can indeed enjoy many of the same activities they did prior to losing vision.  VRCBVI incorporates recreational and social activities on campus and in the community so that individuals can build the confidence and skills to be fully involved in their communities. 

Comment:   What do workforce specialists do to find jobs?  
Agency Comment:  Workforce Specialists network with business to identify competitive integrated employment in addition to assisting individuals that DBVI serves through the VR program to participate in paid and unpaid internships, job shadowing and informational interviews, on-the-job training, and other workforce opportunities.  The purpose of these positions is to assist individuals in finding jobs.
Comment:   In 2015, DBVI reported there were 200 employment closures for the first time in many years.  Is this because the visual criteria for services is broader and DBVI serves people who are not legally blind?  

Agency Response: For the last 10 years or more, DBVI’s successful employment outcomes have had trended toward being in the mid to upper 190s one year and then lower the next year; the change in visual criteria did not impact the number of successful employment outcomes though certainly some of the individuals who experienced successful case closures were individuals whose vision is better than 20/70.  The change in visual criteria did not occur until 2014 and DBVI has no data to support that the increase in successful closures in 2015 were due to the change in criteria. In establishing a workforce unit that includes Workforce Specialists who assist with establishing relationship with business and coordinating paid and unpaid internships and On-the-Job training, DBVI expects the up and down trend to cease.  
Comment:  Who determines the functional limitations an individual experience?
Agency Response:   When determining whether an individual has functional limitations due to vision loss that impact the individual’s ability to work, VR Counselors consult with the individual, perform functional vision assessments, review eye exams, or obtain information from other sources such as an optometrist or ophthalmologist.  The goal is to determine eligibility and how to address the individual’s functional limitations so those limitations do not prevent the individual from going to work. 
Comment:  DBVI needs to provide workshops in regional offices on technology and how to access the Metro.  
Agency Response:   VRCBVI provides some technology workshops across the state and at the Center in Richmond; the agency intends to provide more of these trainings in the future especially if the need exists in the community.  Technology workshops have been offered in Bristol, Roanoke, and Northern Virginia.  Additionally, DBVI can and does teach individuals who are blind how to access the Metro based on an individual basis as needed.

Comment:  Can individuals get training and services in the field that they would get at VRCBVI if they don’t want to go to VRCBVI?  

Agency Response:  VRCBVI and the Regional Offices provide some of the same types of services such as Orientation and Mobility Instruction and Rehabilitation Teaching with the biggest difference being that services are more intensive at VRCBVI.  In the field offices, lessons cannot be provided on a daily basis as they are at the Center because the instructor or teacher has more people on their caseloads and larger geographic areas to cover.   The services are of equally high quality at VRCBVI and in the field.  
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