Report to the Department of Rehabilitation Services 

Commission Board, February 8, 2016
Respectfully submitted by:  

Doug C. Boone, Visual Services Division Administrator
Retirements:   It is with reluctance that I inform you that several long term employees of VS are planning retirement before summer.  From the OKC area:  Mr. Paul Adams – Special Projects Coordinator and Mr. Mike Hamrick, BEP Operations Coordinator.  It has been my privilege to work directly with both of these persons.  I wish to publicly thank each of them for the tremendous contribution they have made to DRS over the many years of their employment and especially since I have arrived as Division Administrator.  They both have set a high standard for others to follow!  Also retiring, and a having had a big impact on the lives of blind and visually impaired persons is Jane Fore, of the Tulsa office.  Her commitment to providing quality training and high expectations for persons to succeed will be missed.   Finally, Nora Webb a Tech from the Lawton office, retired last fall.  Her support and commitment to staff was a great assist to our ability to serve folks from that office.  
New View:  In mid-November VS Field Service Coordinators, Kevin Nelson and I meet with the staff of New View to tour their facility here in OKC and discuss the services they have to offer related to employment and training.  As a follow up to the meeting, I have been in touch with them regarding the New View Transition program.  Specifics of the content of the program were requested, materials received and reviewed.  As of the date of this submission, additional information is being sought regarding the Transition program, to better understand the specific components of the training they propose, program objectives, anticipated outcomes and what they could possibly contribute to the VS goal of fostering greater independence and confidence development for blind and visually impaired youth.  
VR/VS Awards Ceremony:  Shortly after arriving as VS Division Administrator, I established a contest to encourage staff to counsel our applicants to seek intensive training at long term training centers, as a basis for going forward to successful employment.  In order to qualify for the contest and win a “lobster” dinner for two, a staff person had to send at least 3 persons to attend such a facility.  At the end of 2014, no one qualified.  I am pleased to say that staff stepped up their game in 2015 and multiple staff qualified for the contest.  Most of the winners exceeded the qualifying threshold to be the top promoter of this opportunity for independence for our job seekers.  I was pleased to recognize the exceptional work of 4 staff, with a crisp $100 bill from my wallet!   The real winners are the persons we serve who will now have skills and confidence going forward throughout their lives!  
Transition: Moving Forward with Improvements of Transition Services for Blind and Visually Impaired Youth

During the January 11, 2016 Commission Board meeting, a number of points/issues were identified for improving outcomes for blind and visually impaired youth by DRS Commissioners.  Since these have been raised, I wish to provide the Commission with information which is relevant to moving forward and actions planned by Visual Services to implement the suggestions.  

* Meeting in OSB by VS staff, on Transition:  In the not too distance past, VS staff had a location to meet with students at the OSB.  Prior to my assuming duties as Division Administrator, the school informed Barbara Clinkenbeard that the trailer, used by her to meet with folks at OSB on Transition Services, did not look good and it was being removed.  When she asked for space to meet in the school, she was informed that there was none and she would not have a presence on campus.  We are seeking to again find space within OSB for our VS Transition Counselor and hope to have an onsite presence going forward.  
* Identifying Barriers for Our Youth to Succeed:  The need for skills of independence was put forth at the Jan. Commission meeting.  That is exactly why we are taking actions to equip Transition students with the tools they need to succeed (TIP is one example).  This year, we are planning several 1 week summer skills programs for youth 14 – 15 for 2016.  We have the hope/ intention to work with OSB to provide one of the training sessions at the school.
* Educating and Working with Key Partners:  VS is working to develop a short (12 min.) video of successful blind persons, the path to their success and some shots of these adults:  using a cane or dog to travel, cooking and Braille.  The video will be aimed at:  students, parents and teachers in the public schools, to begin the process of developing expectations/possibility thinking regarding their child’s potential (especially among parents – long before the thought of the child leaving home is in the picture and the loss of SSI benefits).
* Adding Staff:  In an effort to meet the above goals, including identification of eligible transition students, we are interviewing to fill the newly created position of VS Transition Facilitator.  On January 20 we conducted interviews and selected for the position.  The Facilitator’s role will be to work with our dedicated Counselors, parents, educators, employers and provide a strong focus on identification of youth needing alternatives to vision and soft skills, to be efficient and competitive.  They will assist in addressing those needs through promoting the acquisition of skills for youth, to develop the independence needed to be competitive.  The person will also work with Kim Osmani and Larry Hartzell & the existing I Jobs and Project Search programs.  We want our youth to be able to participate at a higher rate in jobs, while in high school and have success in doing so!  Only then will they have the belief and possibility thinking necessary to have a full life, which includes success in the workplace.  
New Staff Hired:  I am pleased to inform the Commission that Visual Services have recently hired three new staff in each of area A (North half of the state) and area B (South half of the state).   Additionally, we have filled a vacant positon in the OKLBPH.   I have asked a number of our supervisory staff to be present at the February meeting, to introduce the 7 great new people who have joined us in providing services to our citizens.  I am excited that we have been able to hire these professionals.  
Business Enterprise Program:   A search has begun to identify a qualified candidate for the position of BEP Operations Coordinator.  It is my hope we will identify qualified candidates and fill the position as quickly as possible.  
CSAVR/NCSAB:  Last November I traveled with a small group of staff from DRS to attend the two fall conferences of CSAVR (Counsel of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation) and NCSAB (National Council of State Agencies for the Blind).  I participated in a number of committee meetings, in addition to the general sessions.  
During NCSAB, I was asked and agreed to chair the Transition Committee, in the absence of the regular chair.  At the conclusion of the week, I was elected to the Board of NCSAB as a member at large.  I will work to contribute to the efforts of the organization to improve services nationwide.  As a Board member, I also will be chairing a committee.  I was chosen to chair the Committee on:   Blindness Skills Training and Training Centers, based upon my many years of experience working in such facilities and contributions I made to a number of state agencies during my 19 years as a private consultant in blindness rehabilitation/program review.  
