Summary of the FY 2009 Public Comments and the DBVI’s Responses to the Comments
During the fall of 2008, the Department for the Blind and Vision Impaired (DBVI) conducted five public meetings designed to provide individuals receiving services, family members, advocates, and other interested stakeholders with the opportunity to provide input into the development of the DBVI State plan.  Approximately 100 individuals participated in these public meetings which were conducted in Richmond, Norfolk, Arlington, Roanoke, and Fredericksburg.  An addition meeting was scheduled in Bristol though no one attended that meeting except DBVI staff; subsequently, no public comment was presented in Bristol.

In at least two meetings, representatives from the State Rehabilitation Council (SRC) provided information regarding the partnership that exists between the SRC and DBVI and public comment opportunities available at the quarterly SRC meetings.   

In addition to comments expressing concern about DBVI policies, procedures, and budget, several individuals who had or are currently receiving services expressed satisfaction with DBVI services.  DBVI has summarized public comment using a comment and agency response format.

Public Comment 1:

I think it would be helpful if you described the process for applying for DBVI services and the services available. There are some new members in the Roanoke area here tonight.  To hear an overview of the services they may receive would be helpful to those individuals.

Agency Response 1:

The Department for the Blind and Vision Impaired provides an array of services to eligible individuals with visual disabilities in all localities throughout the Commonwealth.  Specialized services are provided by specially trained staff in six regional offices located in Bristol, Fairfax, Norfolk, Richmond, Roanoke, and Staunton.  Citizens residing in the Commonwealth experiencing vision loss may apply for services by contacting the regional office in his/her area.  Individuals may contact the DBVI central office for assistance to locate the regional office providing services in their home community.  The toll-free number is 1- 800-622-2155.
When an individual contacts the regional office for assistance, an intake worker explains agency services and refers potentially eligible applicants to one or more of five programs based on services being requested.  These programs providing specialized services to eligible blind or vision impaired Virginians include:

Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) – VR services assist eligible individuals to obtain or retain employment.  With employment as the goal for individuals participating in the VR program, services that may be provided may include, but are not limited to adjustment to blindness training; vocational guidance and counseling; vocational training; adaptive equipment for training and/or employment; rehabilitation engineering services to modify training and/or job sites; and supported employment services for individuals who are blind and have other disabilities.  Job placement and follow-up services are also provided and are given major emphasis. Eye surgery and/or eye treatment may be available for a limited number of individuals.  VR services make employment opportunities of many types available to persons with visual disabilities.  VR counselors work in partnership with individuals applying for and receiving services.  An Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) is developed by the individual and the VR counselor.

Rehabilitation Teaching and Independent Living (RT/IL) – Teachers in the RT/IL program work with individuals adjusting to vision loss.  Generally provided in the home, services are designed to teach individuals how to function more independently in their daily lives.  Services may include adjustment counseling, information and referral, advocacy, outreach, orientation and mobility, daily living skills training, Braille, typing, script writing, home management skills, assistive technology services and devices, and other specialized services.

Education Services (ES) – ES provides infants and children with visual disabilities and their families and teachers with technical assistance and support related to the child’s development and education.  Services may include the provision of technical assistance for evaluation, program planning, curriculum modification, transition programs, and information about blindness and adaptive equipment.

Low Vision (LV) – LV services provide low vision examinations for the purpose of assisting individuals of all ages who cannot see with conventional glasses to improve their useful vision.  LV optical aids may be provided.  LV examinations are available by appointment and may be provided by examiners strategically located throughout Virginia.  Preliminary assessment and follow-up counseling and training programs in the individual’s home or school setting are aimed at ensuring that maximum benefit is gained from the low vision optical aids prescribed.  Referrals are made by various programs within DBVI and other interested sources.

Deafblind Services (DB) - Individuals who experience the combined loss of vision and hearing (deafblind, blind-hard of hearing, visually impaired-deaf, and visually impaired-hard of hearing) require specialized communication, education, assistive technology, independent living and rehabilitation services. DBVI provides statewide consultation and technical assistance to agency staff and outside entities ensuring deafblind individuals of all ages full participation in various programs and services. DBVI also provides training about deafblindness to other agencies/organizations and individuals. 

Assistive Technology (AT) – Rehabilitation engineers conduct comprehensive evaluations of individual’s homes and work sites and consult with employers to design user accessible work environments. Engineering staff remain current with the latest trends in technology and develop "best practice" standards and guidelines. A technology resource specialist also provides individuals and employers free telephone support  offering timely access to technical advice that is essential for success on the job.

Orientation and Mobility (O&M) – O&M instructors provide assessments, instruction, technical assistance, and materials that enable visually impaired persons of all ages to travel safely and independently in their homes and communities.

Public Comment 2:  

Will the chief deputy commissioner’s position with DBVI be filled after Jim Taylor retires?  

Agency Response 2:  

No.  Part of the state budget reduction plan in October 2008 included the funds for the chief deputy commissioner position.

Public Comment 3:  

I just want to thank the agency for providing me with orientation and mobility instructions in the place where I live.  Those services were helpful.

Agency Response 3:

Thank you for those comments.   DBVI is glad you benefited from orientation & mobility training.

Public Comment 4:  

I had orientation and mobility also, and it was very helpful.  I had also expressed a desire to learn Braille and now a rehabilitation teacher is working with me and I am stumbling through it.  I still enjoy it.

Agency Response 4:

Thank you for sharing those comments.

Public Comment 5: 

How do people who are not in the workforce learn to operate computers if they want to learn to use them as a blind person?

Agency Response 5:   

Several options are available for blind or vision impaired people who may not be interested in acquiring computer skills for vocational training and/or employment.  Individuals may participate in adjustment to blindness training at the Virginia Rehabilitation Center for the Blind and Vision Impaired (VRCBVI) which may include computer skills training. Also, individuals having some computer skills who want to learn how to use adaptive software may attend a Saturday seminar in Richmond at VRCBVI or may use training tutorials.  Individuals who are not receiving VR services from DBVI may also purchase training from tutors who are on the DBVI Technology Tutor Network.  DBVI staff in the regional offices can provide resources of other computer technology training opportunities that exist in the various localities.

Public Comment 6:   

I have been served in the past but have had additional loss of vision.  I go back to my eye doctor next month.  Since I can’t read with the lenses DBVI provided me earlier, I am interested in learning about Braille.  Who do I contact about learning about Braille and should I wait until I go back to my doctor?

Agency Response 6:  

Please contact your regional office for assistance; you don’t have to wait until you go back to your doctor.  The regional office staff will probably already have an eye report if you received services in the past; however, you will need to provide an updated eye report if you have lost more vision. 

Public Comment 7:  

Are things discussed in public meetings confidential?

Agency Response 7:  

No, public meetings are not confidential.  However, if you have something to discuss that you want to remain confidential, you are welcome to request a private meeting with DBVI staff.

Public Comment 8:   

Does DBVI assist senior citizens in getting jobs?

Agency Response 8:  

Yes.   DBVI does provide VR services to eligible individuals who are age 62 and older.

Public Comment 9:  

Is the Business Opportunities for the Blind (BOB) program still available?  Are there any opportunities in the Roanoke area? 

Agency Response 9:  

Yes. Business Opportunities for the Blind, Inc., (BOB) is a non-profit corporation under contract with DBVI to provide assistance in the daily management of the businesses in the Randolph-Sheppard program.

There are approximately 65 facilities throughout the Commonwealth, the majority of which are located in the Northern Virginia, Tidewater, and Richmond areas.  Unfortunately, the number of facilities in the western part of the State are very limited.  

The Randolph-Sheppard program is always looking for potential managers for facilities.  One  requirement of the program is that individual’s be willing to relocate.

Public Comment 10:   

Are there employment opportunities in the home for blind people?

Agency Response 10:  

Yes, in fact, through the use of technology more and more people, including individuals who are blind or vision impaired, work from home. When you consider all the opportunities there are for people without disabilities to work in the home, you can conclude that most all of those jobs can be performed by a blind person who also has the skills and abilities.  The key to being successful in working from home is acquiring skills to do the work, including the adaptive skills needed for the training and preparation.

Public Comment 11:   

Every year there are either rumors about or attempts to consolidate DBVI with other agencies.  That always concerns us.  With the budget situation we are currently hearing so much about, do you think that is a real possibility now?

Agency Response 11:  

Though DBVI is not aware of any discussions to consolidate DBVI with other agencies, consolidation is always a possibility.  DBVI has participated in state budget reduction activities and identified potential budget cuts for the agency; those activities did not include consolidation.   In past efforts to save funds, DBVI has already consolidated human resources, fiscal, and information services with other disability service agencies, including the Departments of Rehabilitation Services and Deaf and Hard of Hearing.  

Public Comment 12: 

We continuously hear about staff shortages in areas like orientation and mobility instructors, counselors, and teachers.  I see the job announcements you send out.  What can be done to get students more interested in specialized services for the blind?

Agency Response 12:  

Across the country, rehabilitation agencies are experiencing difficulties in recruitment of qualified applicants to fill positions.  One problem is there aren’t many universities offering degrees in the specialized programs, such as O&M and RT/IL.  DBVI currently offers a hiring bonus for orientation and mobility instructors and education coordinators in an effort to attract qualified candidates.  DBVI’s hiring strategies include contacting  universities with specialized training programs when there are job openings and sending job announcements nationwide to professional organizations and consumer organizations. DBVI works collaboratively with Virginia Commonwealth University and George Washington University to provide internships to students who are interested in the blindness field.  Additionally, DBVI’s State Rehabilitation Council (SRC)  is establishing a public relations/outreach committee that will work in partnership with DBVI to develop further strategies to help address the  problem/concern.  

Public Comment 13: 

Are most blind students going to public schools today?

Agency Response 13:   

Yes, most blind students attend public school.  There is still a school for the blind in Staunton, and beginning in 2007, the School for the Blind in Hampton and the School for the Blind in Staunton were consolidated.  The number of blind students at Staunton is still quite small; many students attending the school have multiple disabling conditions in addition to blindness.

Public Comment 14:

I know the agency sponsors students to attend a one-week camp at Camp Easter Seal. I want to know if the agency could also sponsor an adult to attend a program at Camp Easter Seal? 

Agency Response 14:  

DBVI does not sponsor adults to attend Camp Easter Seal.  There is a one-week camp for blind students held at Camp Easter Seal, which is sponsored by private endowment funds from the Board for the Department for the Blind and Vision Impaired.  Adults who are blind should be able to participate in other Camp Easter Seal programs provided they meet camp requirements. 

Public Comment 15:   

What can stakeholders do to help get additional money to fund more positions with DBVI to work in the field?  Also, what can volunteers do to help supplement training provided by DBVI in the community.

Agency Response 15:  

In response to the first question, private citizens can speak with delegates or senators if they believe there is a need for additional resources for DBVI.  As a state agency, DBVI supports the Governor’s budget.  Responding to the second question regarding volunteers, individuals may speak to regional managers in DBVI regional offices.  There are probably volunteer opportunities for individuals who may be interested.  

Public Comment 16: 

How long will DBVI remain on an Order of Selection (OOS)?   DBVI needs to be clearer in providing an explanation of OOS and how it works.  Last time there were misunderstandings.  

Public Comment 16: 

State agencies providing VR services must implement an OOS serving individuals with most significant disabilities first when there are not enough funds available to serve all eligible individuals.  Currently, DBVI is operating under an Order of Selection with two of the three categories being closed to services.  Only individuals who meet the criteria for the category for individuals with most significant can be served.  The two categories will remain closed until DBVI is sure there are sufficient funds to pay for services for individuals in those categories.  There is not a specific timeline for how long categories may be closed. 

Public Comment 17:

This commenter wanted to make sure that DBVI knows that individuals who are blind and vision impaired want to be able to function and achieve their goals.  He expressed concerns about how economic problems across the United States may affect him individually.  He also spoke of having personal responsibility for his own actions.  

Agency Response 17:

DBVI acknowledges that individuals who are blind and vision impaired do indeed want to accomplish their goals and live independently.  

Public Comment 18:

Does DBVI still assist individuals with the purchase of eye exams and glasses?  Does DBVI sponsor part-time classes for college?  Will DBVI have to close all categories like the Department of Rehabilitative Services has done?  

Agency Response 18: 

DBVI may sponsor the purchase of eye exams and glasses through the VR program provided the services are necessary to determine eligibility for VR services or are otherwise required in order for the individual to participate in their Individual Plan for Employment (IPE).  The DBVI policy is to sponsor college training at the full-time level.  Due to significant budget shortfalls, on January 5, 2009, DBVI will be closing two of the three categories identified in the Order of Selection serving only individuals with most significant disabilities.  DBVI has no plans at this time to close the third category.

Public Comment 19:

Does DBVI provide computer training to individuals receiving services through outside vendors?  

Agency Response 19:

DBVI does purchase computer training for individuals receiving services from outside vendors.  Individuals who are interested in receiving computer training as part of a plan to obtain or maintain employment should contact the DBVI office serving their home community.  

Public Comment 20: 

DBVI was great with services when she was a student.  How do you make referrals?  

Agency Response 20:

Thank you for the comment.  For referrals, see Agency Response #1.

Public Comment 21: 

This commenter has been involved with services for individuals who are blind and vision impaired in several other states.  He comments that in Virginia, staff are very approachable; he has never met a state agency that is more approachable.

Agency Response 21: 

Thank you for your comment. 

Public Comment 22: 

Visually impaired people face many times of rejection about what they want or need.  Blind people want to do as much as they can. 

Agency Response 22:  

Thank you for your comment.  DBVI concurs.
Public Comment 23:

How does DBVI get more instructors for orientation and mobility and rehabilitation teachers?  There are never enough of them.  

Agency Response 23:

See Agency Response #12.

Public Comment 24: 

Who certifies O&M instructors and rehabilitation teachers? 

Agency Response 24:

Individuals who are certified orientation and mobility specialist (COMS) or have a national orientation and mobility certification (NOMC) are certified by the Academy for Certification of Vision Rehabilitation and Education Professionals (ACVREP) and the National Blindness Professional Certification Board (NBPCB) respectively.   

Rehabilitation teachers are certified as vision rehabilitation therapists (VRT) through the Academy for Certification of Vision Rehabilitation and Education Professionals (ACVREP). 

DBVI hires individuals who have state and national certifications in orientation and mobility and rehabilitation teaching.  Additionally most  DBVI staff providing direct services in these areas have master’s level education and either have certification or are eligible to take certification exams.  All newly hired orientation and mobility specialists must be certified.  Currently half of the DBVI rehabilitation teachers are certified.

Public Comment 25:

Where do O&M instructors and rehabilitation teachers come from?  

Agency Response 25:   See Agency Response #25.

Public Comment 26: 

This commenter feels that DBVI staff are overqualified for things that people need and indicates that what a lot of people need is technical assistance based on their different levels of need.  What is needed is different levels of help, not everyone needs a master’s degree to provide assistance to individuals who are newly blind.  It is up to DBVI to assess needs.  There are financial problems associated with the costs of a master’s degree. 

Agency Response 26:  

DBVI believes that blind rehabilitation staff need specific expertise, skills, and training to work with newly blind individuals.  The person who is newly blind needs a wide array of services, including evaluation, adjustment to blindness, and rehabilitation teaching.  These services must be provided by staff who are fully qualified.  

Public Comment 27: 

Can an individual receive O&M if they have a physical disability in addition to blindness or vision impairment?

Agency Response 27: 

Yes, it is not uncommon for individuals who receive O&M services to have other disabling conditions in addition to blindness or vision impairment. 

Public Comment 28:

What can citizens do to help advocate for DBVI on issues besides budget?

Agency Response 28:  

Citizens can speak directly with their legislators to educate them about the number of individuals who are blind and vision impaired and the types of specialized services that are needed by those same people.   They can also become involved with consumer advocacy groups who work on behalf on individuals who are blind and vision impaired.  

Public Comment 29:  

This commenter is a member of the DBVI State Rehabilitation Council (SRC) and wanted to make individuals attending the public meeting aware of SRC activities.   First, he acknowledged Jim Taylor’s retirement.  He also talked about two workgroups that are addressing a pilot mentoring project to be conducted at VRCBVI and a DBVI Accessibility Policy.  As an SRC member, this commenter indicated that he feels DBVI is becoming much more inclusive of individuals who are blind and vision impaired and including them in activities such as policy development like never before.  He wanted to compliment the department on that and request that inclusiveness continues.  Inclusiveness develops trust.

Agency Response 29:  

Thank you for the comment.

Public Comment 30:  

This commenter expressed concern that Virginia’s budget cuts might impact DBVI’s ability to provide state matching funds necessary to draw down federal funds for the VR program; cutting state funds to the VR program would impact the federal match.  He indicates that the Older Blind program at DBVI has already experienced funding cuts in FY 2008.  He requests that DBVI respond and explain where cuts have been made in the DBVI budget this year. 

Agency Response 30: 

DBVI has not experienced any decrease in budget that impacts the VR federal grant.  In considering budget reductions, DBVI has worked closely with the Department of Planning and Budget and the Governor’s office to insure that state match funds necessary to access federal dollars have not been reduced.  

Public Comment 31: 

Rehabilitation services are important to individuals who are over age 55; people do not want to stop working just because of age.   

Agency Response 31: 

DBVI concurs with this commenter and provides rehabilitation services, including VR to eligible individuals who are over the age of 55.

Public Comment 32: 

This commenter expressed concern that the Virginia Department of Rehabilitative Services had to project budget cuts up to 15% during FY 2008.  Did DBVI have to reduce its budget by 15% as well?

Agency Response 32: 

DBVI did participate in a budget reduction plan that included projected cuts of up to 15% as did all other state agencies.  However, DBVI actually realized budget reductions of less than 5%.  Until January 5, 2008, when DBVI closed two of three categories in the OOS, no services to individuals were curtailed.  

Public Comment 33: 

Are there plans to change the class schedule of students attending the Virginia Rehabilitation Center for the Blind and Vision Impaired (VRCBVI)?  The commenter is a former student of VRCBVI and a member of the SRC and supports a schedule change that provides specific class concentration in training areas such as Orientation and Mobility on a daily basis.  Helpful as you prepare for a job.  The current class schedule is hard for a student

because there is not enough time spent on classes like O&M and keyboarding.  

Agency Response 33: 

VRCBVI is considering revising the existing class schedule.  VRCBVI wants to ensure that students get as much instruction as possible and practical with a goal of assisting them to prepare for life outside of the Center. 

Public Comment 34: 

Will VRCBVI be prepared to train students to use VISTA and other software that might be used in the workforce?

Agency Response 34: 

VRCBVI is already training individuals using the VISTA software.  One goal at VRCBVI is to ensure that individuals seeking employment receive training on the latest software being used by employers.  

Public Comment 35: 

This commenter works nationally with the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) and comments that one of the areas with the worst problems is transition for students.  He sees students who get poor services in the school system and get into their junior and senior of high school and can’t get services and equipment from vocational rehabilitation.  In some states students don’t even know that transition services are available.  Kids need to get started as soon as possible in a meaningful way.  It saves states money if services are provided earlier.  

Agency Response 35: 

Thank you for your comment.  DBVI begins providing transition services when eligible students turn 14 years old.

Public Comment 36: 

This commenter indicates that there are rumors that there will be a core curriculum at the VRCBVI.  Is this true?  If so, the commenter is glad. 

Agency Response 36: 

DBVI has the desire to make sure students receive training focusing on what the student requires to live and work independently.  There are efforts to build upon and enhance the existing training schedule to ensure that happens.

Public Comment 37: 

This commenter just moved from IOWA, has a daughter who is blind, is working at the Virginia School for the Deaf and Blind, and has a NOMC certification.  As a certified instructor, the commenter is currently providing her daughter’s O&M training.  DBVI teaches O&M in the schools.  Is NOMC going to be available in the schools?

Agency Response 37: 

DBVI recognizes the certified orientation and mobility specialist (COMS) certification and the national orientation and mobility certification (NOMC).  Currently DBVI employs orientation and mobility instructors from both certification boards.  To clarify, DBVI is not the primary provider of O&M in education settings and will not adjust hiring procedures to meet the needs of schools.   DBVI does provide services in schools as personnel resources allow.   

Public Comment 38:  

Would the NOMC be offered to the instructors?  Can structured discovery be offered?  Will it be available?  

Agency Response 38: 

DBVI wants O&M instructors to have expansive skills and employees may participate in further training based on the requirements of their jobs and the need for training to enable them to meet the needs of individuals who are served by the agency.  

Public Comment 39: 

This commenter represents individuals who are deafblind.  Will the DBVI deafblind program director position be filled? Are individuals who are deafblind being served under the Order of Selection?  Will deafblind services still be available?  Will funds be cut? 

Agency Response 39: 

Most certainly individuals who are deafblind will continue to be served, and in most instances, those individuals meet the criteria of the Order of Selection category that serves individual with most significant disabilities.  The deafblind program director position is not being filled due to the state budget shortfall.  DBVI will continue to keep the deafblind community informed about the program and the availability of funds.  

Public Comment 40: 

Will various positions be filled, such as VR counselors?  The deafblind community does not understand why the deafblind position is not being filled.  We are concerned that those services will decrease.

Agency Response 40: 

DBVI fills vacant positions within the agency based on the availability of funds.  The VR program is funded through a combination of federal and state funds with the majority coming from federal funds.  Federal funds have not been decreased, although DBVI is experiencing a significant budget shortfall in the VR program as the need for services outpaces the actual amount of funds available.   Like other state agencies, DBVI must request permission to fill all positions; DBVI’s requests go to the Secretary of Health and Human Resources.  At the present time, it appears that VR counselor positions will continue to be filled as they become vacant.  Regarding the deafblind program director position, please refer to Public Comment #21.  Though there is a significant budget shortfall in the VR program resulting in DBVI closing two categories in the Order of Selection, individuals who meet the open category serving individuals with most significant disabilities and individuals seeking services from other DBVI programs will continue to be served.  

In an effort to reassure deafblind individuals that services would not cease, DBVI met with the Virginia Association of the Deafblind in September 2008 to provide detailed information regarding the deafblind program director vacancy and state budget shortfalls that would have an impact on the filing of that position and continued services to individuals who are deafblind.    DBVI will continue to maintain contact with the Association of the Deafblind to provide updates and share information.

Public Comments 41: 

Is DBVI going to stop accepting applications?  Confusion may be the bills in the past to consolidate agencies.

Agency Response 41: 
DBVI continues to accept applications for services in all program areas.  Currently, there are no bills in Virginia to consolidate disability services agencies, including DBVI and the Department of Rehabilitative Services.

Public Comment 42: 

Deafblind individuals are concerned about interpreters being required to have certification and education to interpret in different settings.  There are both pros and cons.  In school settings,  interpreters may not necessarily be getting everything.  It may be that those interpreters are proficient in conversation but not the content of educational material.  This is very big concern.  Deafblind individuals are concerned they may not get interpreters with the level required.  

Agency Response 42: 

At the national level, deafblind individuals, service providers, family members, and advocates are concerned that there may not be enough qualified interpreters.  DBVI does not have an answer to the problem of there not being enough interpreters to serve individuals in every setting.  However, DBVI works collaboratively with other state agencies to try and help find interpreters that will meet the needs of each individual requiring interpreter services in order to access and participate in DBVI services.

Public Comment 43: 

Parents should be involved in their children’s Individualized Education Plans (IEP). Is it more expensive to serve students with disabilities.  Students with disabilities are also gifted and should not be excluded.

Agency Response 43: 

Thank you for your comment.

Public Comment 44: 

There is a problem with students who are blind and vision impaired receiving services at colleges and universities.  There are problems with getting services at colleges.

Agency Response 44: 

One explanation for problems students may have is that public education at the secondary level is an entitlement.  At the post-secondary level, services are based on eligibility with the student being the ones to demonstrate that specialized services are required by the student in order to access education.  Another issue is that blind and vision impaired students may not have the skills required to function at the college level.  DBVI can assist eligible students in obtaining adjustment to blindness skills, developing an understanding of their blindness or vision impairment and subsequent functional limitations, and in determining how students can use assistive technology to participate in higher education.  

Public Comment 45: 

VR counselors do not listen well to blind people, especially people who have only been blind for a short period of time.  Counselors need to listen and learn more about the individual and their lives, not just provide advice.

Agency Response 45: 

Thank you for your comment.  DBVI certainly want VR counselors to listen to what individuals say about their lives and their needs.  In general, VR counselors seek to listen to people and provide vocational guidance and counseling specific to the needs of that person.

Public Comment 46: 

If a person hasn’t been connected to DBVI before, they are just thrown in and have no idea about what is out there for services.   If counselors want to just fill out paper and want to hurry, they just don’t know what people need.  

Agency Response 46: 

Thank you for your comment.  Please see Agency Response #57.

Public Comment 47: 

The services people get depends on the field counselor.  One who just came into Virginia was able to a start case up in a very short period of time.  The quality of services has to do with who has a heart and who just wants to have a job.

Agency Response 47: 

Thank you for your comment.  Please see Agency Response #57.

Public Comment 48: 

Is there any realistic expectation that offices would be relocated to cover areas of the state?  Virginia covers a big geographic area and not enough staff.  Are there any plans of redistricting of staff.  Current districting is based on old statistics and services.  There should be a more realistic distribution of offices.  It is time for the state to redefine based on population.  Also, with positions not filled due to the budget, people can’t get services in their home communities.

Agency Response 48: 

DBVI does not have any plans to relocate any of the regional offices at this time.  Up to this point, DBVI has been able to fill vacant positions in the six field offices providing direct services to individuals though some positions remain vacant for an extended period of time because it is harder to recruit for some positions than others.  

Public Comment 49: 

Individual’s immediate needs are often in the home rather than at work, especially when the person is newly blind.    Once a month for teaching Braille is not enough time.  There is not enough rehabilitation teaching services provided.  Some VR counselors just sit and fill out paperwork and they don’t listen to the individual.  Some VR counselors come into the person’s home with preconceived ideas about what the person needs.

Agency Response 49: 

Thank you for your comment.   DBVI concurs that individuals who are newly blind may need rehabilitation teaching services in their homes more immediately than in their places of employment.  Accordingly, DBVI tries to coordinate services between the Rehabilitation Teaching and Vocational Rehabilitation programs as quickly as possible for eligible individuals.  Sometimes, there is a delay in the provision of services.  Also, see Agency Response #57.

Public Comment 50: 

When VR counselors have no idea about Schedule A employment, it is very frustrating.  It is suggested that DBVI provide counselors with better clarification of Schedule C for federal employment.  There is not sufficient clarification between competitive and non-competitive for visually impaired with federal employment.  

Agency Response 50: 

Thank you for your comment.  DBVI will make clarifying information about Schedule A and C a priority for staff training this year.  

Public Comments 51:
How many regional offices does DBVI have?

Agency Response 51:

There are six regional offices around the Commonwealth.  They are located in Bristol, Fairfax, Norfolk, Richmond, Roanoke, and Staunton.

Public Comment 52: 

There is not enough basic information provided about what is available to newly blind individuals.  Some people don’t even know how to dial the phone, use the website, or what services they might be eligible to receive.  People don’t know if the VR counselor doesn’t tell them.  People don’t  know where to go or where to find goods and services.  Sometimes individuals do not get DBVI services because they are not financially eligible.

Agency Response 52: 

DBVI attempts to provide individuals who seek services with a comprehensive overview of services.  The agency also provides resources that may be available in their home communities.   It is correct that DBVI may not financially sponsor some services to individuals who are not determined financially eligible; however, DBVI does try to provide resources to assist individuals in locating community resources that may help fund those services.  

Public Comment 53: 

The first point of contact with VR counselors should be compassion.  Compassion is missing in services.  Sometimes individuals are told they must choose a vocational goal when they are newly blind and don’t yet know what they want to do.  Stop saying “not entitled” or “not eligible.”  Don’t throw bureaucratic process in the faces of newly blind people.  That feels like DBVI does not care.  The Fairfax office has a problem with individuals having phone calls returned.  There is poor communication between Fairfax staff and individuals who apply for services.

Agency Response 53: 

Thank you for your comment.  DBVI concurs that compassion is a critical component of services.  Federal regulations require that individuals must have an Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) in order to receive services other than diagnostic evaluations to determine eligibility or to determine the person’s vocational goal.  Though it does sound bureaucratic, the VR program is an eligibility-based program rather than an entitlement program, meaning that the individual applying for services must meet certain criteria in order to receive services.  These criteria include that the individual has a disability, has functional limitations subsequent to that disability, requires VR services in order to become obtain or maintain employment, and that there is a presumption that the individual will benefit from VR services in terms of an employment outcome.  DBVI will investigate why individuals may not be receiving the timely return of telephone calls from the Fairfax office.

Public Comment 54: 

Different people have different needs.  People who are newly blind have different needs than those individuals who have been blind for a long time.  VR counselors need to show compassion and skills to listen.  

Agency Response 54: 

Thank you for your comment.  See Agency Responses #57 and #65.  

Public Comment 55: 

Are individuals who have acute issues or are newly blind getting to see a counselor more quickly than others?  Is there criteria to see those folks first?

Agency Response 55: 

DBVI attempts to provide a timely response to everyone who inquires about or needs services.  There is no specific criteria that provides for one individual to meet with a VR counselor before another.

Public Comments 56: 

There is a level of beauracy at DBVI with a large amount of paperwork that has to be completed.  

Agency Response 56: 

Thank you for your comment.  

Public Comment 57: 

Can VRCBVI get a CCTV in the dorms and recreation building?

Agency Response 57: 

DBVI will recommend to the VRCBVI director that CCTVs be available in the dorms and recreational building.   

Public Comment 58:  

There are concerns about the temperature in the dorm rooms at VRCBVI.  The water in the showers is too hot and the bathrooms are too cold.

Agency Response 58: 

DBVI confirms that the bathrooms in the dorm rooms at VRCBVI are not equipped with separate heating units.  The water temperature can be controlled using the faucet.  Individuals requiring assistance in learning to use the faucets may request help from the dorm attendant.  

Public Comment 59: 

There doesn’t seem to be heat in the laundry room at VRCBVI.  

Agency Response 59: 

DBVI confirms that the laundry room in the dorms at VRCBVI does not have heat.  The architectural drawings for the building did not include heating for the laundry rooms.
Public Comment 60: 

The pool at VRCBVI needs to be cleaned out, it has roaches floating in the water.  

Agency Response 60: 

This issue has been resolved.
Public Comment 61: 

After a student attends VRCBVI, is it reasonable that DBVI could work with that student when they return to their home communities.  Is there a certain expectation of how long individuals can receive services?  Are there performance levels required for individuals to receive or keep receiving service?

Agency Response 61: 

In most instances, students may receive some type of service and support when they return to their home communities based on the accomplishment of their goals at VRCBVI and their needs when they return to their home communities.  In general, most students receive services until they have accomplished their individual rehabilitation teaching or VR goals. 

Public Comments 62:  

There is some confusion about which DBVI services are state funded and which are not.  This should be explained further.

Agency Response 62: 

Deafblind, rehabilitation teaching/independent living, education services and low vision services are state funded programs.  VR services, including the Randolph-Sheppard Food Managers program are funded through a combination of federal and state funds with federal being the greater portion.  

Public Comments 63: 

When the public comment period is over and agency responses are prepared, can someone come back over to VRCBVI and share responses with students at the Center?

Agency Response 63: 

Yes, the vocational rehabilitation director will share public comments and agency responses with students at VRCBVI.  

Public Comment 64: 

Are individuals eligible for financial sponsorship of adaptive equipment for employment?

Agency Response 64:

Individuals who are participating in a VR program through an Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) may receive financial sponsorship of adaptive equipment when the equipment is required in order for them to perform the tasks associated with their jobs.  However, DBVI would require that the employer be considered as a funding source prior to sponsoring the expense.

Public Comment 65: 

Are there federal programs to purchase assistive technology?

Agency Response 65: 

There are some federal programs that have sponsorship of assistive technology as part of their program service options.  Different criteria are used by different programs based on the regulations of each program.

Public Comment 66:

Is there a financial cap for services?

Agency Response 66: 

The VR program does not have a specific cap on the amount of funds that can be expended to provide services to eligible individuals.  Sponsorship of expenses is based on the goods and services that are required in order for the individual to accomplish their vocational goal as specified on the individual’s Individualized Plan for Employment.   Additionally, DBVI considers the individual’s ability of pay a portion of the cost of services based on a financial means test.  Comparable benefits through other sources  are also considered by DBVI prior to sponsoring the purchase of goods and services. 

Public Comment 67: 

This commenter commends DBVI for providing technical assistance to employers in the private sector.

Agency Response 67:   

Thank you for your comment.

Public Comment 68: 

Who approves the purchase of a piece of equipment?  

Agency Response 68: 

In the VR program, the VR counselor approves the purchase of equipment with supervision from the regional manager as needed.  Equipment is purchased based on the individual’s requirement of the equipment to accomplish either vocational goal as specified on the Individualized Plan for Employment.

Public Comment 69: 

If someone is denied AT equipment by DBVI, are there other resources and do counselors share resources with individual requesting the equipment?

Agency Response 69: 

In some instances there are other programs that may sponsor the purchase of assistive technology   VR counselors routinely provide individuals with community resources that may be available to purchase assistive technology. 

Public Comment 70:
What provisions are in the State plan to address the rights of parents in the provision of services to students by the VR program?   

Agency Response 70:

The DBVI State plan does not address the rights of parents.  However, DBVI is committed to improving partnerships with parents and students.  The DBVI State Rehabilitation Council includes a position designated specifically for someone representing Parent Educational Advocacy Training Center (PEATC).  PEATC provides support, education, and training to families, schools and other professionals committed to helping children with and without disabilities.  As state funding permits, DBVI sponsors an annual workshop on blindness and vision impairment that includes networking and training opportunities regarding services to students.  Additionally, VRCBVI sponsors a weekend program during the summer for students and parents.  This program is designed to help parents and students to create and/or raise their expectations about what students can accomplish during their educational careers and beyond into adulthood.   

Other opportunities for training and partnership with students and parents exist in Virginia, including the Youth Leadership Summit that is part of the annual Transition Forum.  This summit is designed to provide information and training to both students and parents.  The Virginia Board for People with Disabilities Partners in a Policy Making program trains students and parents in the areas of advocacy and public policy including their participation in the student’s Individual Education Plan.  As well, the Virginia Office of Protection provides some training and sometimes represents students and parents in resolving transition issues with school systems or with DBVI.  

Public Comment 71: 

In the economic climate it is harder for individuals with disabilities to find jobs.  Employers who make decisions of who to hire will debate whether to employ individuals with disabilities or able-bodied individuals. Will there be more referrals to vendors who help people with disabilities find jobs?  

Agency Response 71:

DBVI will continue to sponsor job placement and job coaching services from vendors based on the specific needs of individuals who apply for or are receiving vocational rehabilitation services.  However, a significant issue for DBVI is locating vendors who have expertise in providing specialized services to blind and vision impaired individuals.   

Public Comment 72:

What will DBVI do with the new economic stimulus money?  

Agency Response72:

DBVI will use funds available through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) to provide direct services to blind and vision impaired Virginians.  A primary goal will be strengthening partnerships and developing relationships with businesses to expand employment opportunities for individuals receiving services.

