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Remembrance
DRS family member, Ms. Carolyne Elizabeth Paradiso, Oklahoma School for the Deaf, and her aunt Phylis Mae Newell were killed in a car accident on Monday, March 16, 2020 in Palm Springs, California. Carolyne served in the field of Deaf education for over 25 years, and her two daughters are OSD graduates. She was an integral part of OSD’s leadership for the last 14 years. Carolyne’s contributions to our school and the field of Deaf education are many. She had such a loving relationship with so many of our students and will be greatly missed. 

Executive
March 6 – Farewell reception for Secretary of Human Services and Early Childhood Initiatives and Executive Director of Office of Juvenile Affairs, Steve Buck.  

March 10 – People with Disabilities Awards Ceremony at the State Capitol.

March 12 – United We Ride Council meeting.

March 12 – DRS received first media inquiry from Southwest Ledger asking about our precautionary measures in response to COVID-19.

March 13 – COVID-19 escalates in Oklahoma per Governor Stitt Press Conference and Safer At Home becomes a reality.  

March 16 – DRS Executive Team met to produce Agency Guidance on Pandemic – COVID-19.  Guidance was sent out to staff to begin teleworking as many staff as possible to comply with Safer At Home.


The following is how each division and school has been responding to COVID-19:

Agency Operations – Chief of Operations, Randy Weaver
Coordinated the update to the DRS State Plan for Pandemic Influenza Continuity of Operations.  Serving as the DRS Emergency Management liaison during the COVID-19 pandemic.

[bookmark: _MailEndCompose]Have handled many emails, calls, and meetings to find solutions to operational issues statewide.  All staff under my area are teleworking, with the exception of three working in the state office full time.


Financial Services Division – Kevin Statham, Chief Fiscal Officer
Coordinated with the Executive Team the DRS Guidance to Staff Regarding COVID-19 plan and distributed to all staff on March 16.

FSD staff are embracing telecommuting but it should be noted that we do miss human interaction…who knew.  All processes are functioning and the bulk of the activity is being accomplished remotely.  Most of the financial processes have a component that requires a touch point.  Staff are rotating in to perform those actions and minimizing contact with others while onsite.  The most notable functions that have touch points involve depositing checks, scanning invoices and mailing warrants.  FSD has worked with OMES to loosen restrictions on signatures during the emergency declaration to ease the burden on staff.   

The CFO and mangers have been involved in conference calls with the Oklahoma Secretary of Finance and RSA.  These calls have helped served to inform and understand what needs to be implemented regarding DRS activity to comply with emergency requirements for expenditures and reporting.  

Currently all FSD staff are safe and there are no reports of family members being afflicted. We look forward to the world returning to normal.


Human Resources – Tom Patt, HR Director
Although we are really only doing our job, it has been somewhat difficult in this COVID-19 situation. I would say the biggest share of what I and my staff have been doing relates to providing advice and guidance to managers and supervisors on dealing with complex issues related to the status of employees during the pandemic and how to treat specific cases of individual employees who are unwilling or unable to telework or report to their worksite during this health crisis.  Related to that, Kathy James, Paula Moon and I have been carefully reviewing and studying the new Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) so that we can address specific situations that arise.  We worked with VR to address a specific question regarding the application of the Act to an employee who met the criteria of a “vulnerable individual,” and have worked with IS to post the required DOL notice on the FFCRA on iDRS.  We have also had to address an issue with the schools and some VR offices regarding the appropriate use of the new CVID19 time reporting code, and we have provided information on numbers of teleworking employee to OMES/HCM in response to their request.  Finally, we assisted the OSB Superintendent on a recent update communication to all OSB personnel regarding the status of the school during the pandemic, and (along with Grant Moak) advised OSD on a plan to obtain signed telework agreements from their entire staff.

All of my staff have been busy handling routine personnel actions and questions during this time, including the processing of an employee death, responding to PMP questions, and the handling of an employee grievance.  However, one action was highly unusual, and I would like to give credit to April Story and Tommy Pham for the way they responded to it.  It seems that Denise White, OMES Communications Manager, was desperately seeking assistance in translating a sign to guide Vietnamese and Spanish community members needing help contacting Oklahoma Works. April referred Denise to Tommy, who then introduced her to some employees in other state agencies who were able to provide the required translating skills for the signs. Denise was so grateful, she sent the following message to April: “I can't tell you how much these partnerships that spring up during these stressful times impress me. Honestly, I've had a lot of curve balls doing media for the past decade, but translate this to Vietnamese is definitely one for the record books.  You guys handled it like it was all in a day’s work.”

I’m very proud of my staff and the way they have stepped up to the plate to continue to provide personnel services during this most unusual time.


Central Departmental Services – Jonathan Woodward, Administrator
Here are some of the actions we have taken as a result of the COVID-19 Global Pandemic.

Rapid Response Team - In response to the immediate need to provide telework capabilities for over 600 staff members I stood up a Rapid Response Team and email group (TaskForce@okdrs.gov ). The intention was to field issues for those who were thrust into a new working environment literally overnight. This team was dedicated to supporting only DRS based requests. To date (04-02-20) the team has worked well over 200 tickets. This team which consists of German Khanagov, David Unklesbay, Casey Williamson, Kenneth Washington, Brad Crawford, and Lucas Primm deserve many kudos.

Mobile Device Online Request Form – I requested the OMES applications development team create an online request and ordering form for mobile devices. This was to give better visibility and tracking across the requests as well as provide streamlined processing based off the Division Administrators priorities for staff to receive equipment. Kudos to Casey Williamson for getting this completed in record time for DRS.

Mobile Device Shipping - We have worked out a new process where MiFi’s and iPhones can be configured remotely then shipped directly to individual staff member’s home address. We decided to go this direction in order to keep not only our own techs safe but also our field staff. This way there is no need for physical interaction or the need for staff to be in public areas to pick up the requested devices. We are seeing substantial shipping delays from all major carriers at this point. We are ordering and processing as many as we can at this time. A big thank you to Lucas Primm for all of his hard work during this time and willingness to pivot when needed from issue to issue.

VPN Issues - Once we had everyone working remotely our VPN connectivity became unstable. This caused many disruptions for those beginning to telework for the first time. OMES appears to have resolved those issues for now and VPN is working as of 04/02/2020. Many thanks to our task force as well as the OMES server technicians for getting this resolved as soon as they could especially given their current strained workload.

Zoom Teleconference Licenses - I made the recommendation that each division increase its number of Zoom licenses so that counselors could still meet not only with one another but also with their clients virtually while working remotely from their office locations. At this point we have gone from having 5 Zoom licenses to well over 70 and still increasing weekly as more and more staff begin to use this technology. Kudos to Elaine Woodward for staying on top of these orders and then getting the accounts provisioned for use after the fact. This did include some one on one training with individual users after the fact as well.

Zoom Based Training - Once we saw the license count increasing I reached out to Nancy Hurst and requested that her training team begin creating Zoom training content to be delivered statewide via Zoom itself. I had also recommended some training content for supervisors that are brand new to managing a remote workforce. Nancy Hurst, Mark Ferguson, Craig Glasscock, and Jonathon Cook have done a terrific job taking this on and getting to work quickly to develop a training plan.

Password Expirations - I have requested OMES to disable all upcoming password expirations for DRS staff. Since DRS has not yet been migrated to Office 365 we do not have the ability to do self-service password resets for the Windows login credentials. This becomes a real problem because the individual would have to be connected to the domain by being at one of our office locations in order to reset their password. Disabling the requirement for password expirations will dramatically mitigate future issues with staff being able to login to their machines while off the network.

Electronic Signatures – We will be increasing our Adobe Sign licensing footprint across the divisions as well. This will give staff more opportunities to reduce the overall amount of hard copy documents being transported by hand. We are already seeing a loosening of outdated state rules such as the requirement for wet signatures on forms. Many no longer have this requirement associated with them. We are also actively trying to move our own DRS owned forms away from requiring wet signatures wherever possible. 

OMES – I would like to thank Len Morris for all of his hard work as well. Len is the OMES interim strategist assigned to DRS. He has been a point of escalation for issues that arise with DRS systems. I would also like to thank our OMES applications and development team for all of their work over the past several weeks. This team has been working outside of their day to day job duties in order to support DRS wherever and whenever needed during this crisis. We very much appreciate their willingness to take on the extra duties we have requested of them.

Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired – Tracy Brigham, Division Administrator
Division Administrator disseminated ZOOM licenses statewide to allow for supervisors to continue to supervise employees and programs, as well as, employees to continue conducting business with clients, vendors, providers, etc….to the best of our abilities.  
All Mifi’s have been shared statewide to allow for the maximum number of employees to telework.
Employees are being extremely flexible in all areas.
OLBPH 
All staff are teleworking except for 3-5 rotating through the circulation department.
Circulation Department---Wearing gloves and using sanitizer to sanitize every cartridge and player that comes into the library upon return in order to continue the service of providing audio books to patrons who may rely on the library services as their only connection to the outside world.  We have had multiple notes and messages of “thanks” from patrons and their family members.
Librarians and other staff are receiving calls at home and handling business as best they can with use of their computers as our library is electronic and digitized in many respects.
The Studio staff are able to continue editing and even recording, in some instances, from home.  Where we have greater needs we are utilizing employees differently and everyone is being very flexible in providing services in any way that will help.
BEP
All are teleworking except for the need to be in the warehouse to pick up, return and/or repair equipment to maintain services to the Licensed Vendors.
Vending Machine Technicians are continuing to repair equipment as requested where safe.
The new trainee training program will begin as scheduled on 03/31/2020 but will be held via ZOOM instead of face-to-face.  This is a new venture but we have 2 trainees who are smart and motivated and are excited to begin!
We have a serious need to fill the Business Manager position our 1 vacant Business Consultant position as these are the positions that directly serve and maintain relationships with the Licensed Vendors.  
Field Services
The biggest issue has been determining how to serve clients without being face-to-face for the positions that are typically hands-on. 
Below are options that we, as a team, have come up with for providing field services in a telework environment either by phone, email, ZOOM/Skype, FaceTime, text, mail, etc...for all SBVI field staff:
Adjustment counseling about disability; Discuss advocacy in relation to interacting with friends and family, professors, the public and legislators; Provide information and referral on services and resources available to individuals with blindness and low vision; Telephone or video conferencing to train on items such as cell phone use, voiceover, labeling, organization, talking book player, managing an electronic calendar, entertainment options, apps, telephone use, etc…; Complete applications by mail and/or over the phone and conduct initial interviews; Talk with clients for planning purposes via phone/video conferencing and review IPE’s and plans and mail out for signature; Order and review medical records for eligibility; Complete all AWARE information as usual; Discuss and provide online or audible resources for training opportunities; Staffing with other employees; Video or conference calls with providers/vendors/partners/employers to plan for services to clients; Verbally instruct in some sighted guide techniques without the actual performance (for safety purposes); Discuss and practice contrast, reducing glare and magnification if available; Telephone or video lessons using descriptive content; Introduction to support groups in their areas or to national organizations; Assist in starting online support groups; Complete and update case notes, closures, lesson plans, program planning, etc…; Video lessons and free online training can be offered to clients that allow for computer screen recording.  ZOOM can also be recorded for a training session and shared; AT functional assessments can be completed via phone or video; Follow up with clients by phone on equipment that has been delivered already; Creation of post-consumer computer training report via Google; Email lessons on file management, text editing, email and typing; Send marketing information to physicians and community contacts; Complete CEU’s and professional development online; Research new products; AT Specialists—Mac for the Blind training; Learn Google Suite Platform for use with clients; Develop curriculum for training clients; Review, organize and purge computer files; Update and redesign referral tracking spreadsheet; Update and develop projects that have been on hold due to work schedule such as schedule a ZOOM as an Instructional Staff Group to plan the next VIBE training program

For SBVI, we will attempt “business as usual” while remaining safe for our employees and our clients.

Vocational Rehabilitation – Mark Kinnison, Division Administrator
With growing concerns regarding the COVID-19 pandemic the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation has taken the following action. 
1. Collaboration is ongoing with SBVI Division Administrator and Field Coordinators in both employment divisions. 
2. We have taken steps to have all staff work from home with the exception of designated staff coming to field offices on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday’s to carry out some basic functions and then return to home. 
3. VR is having weekly leadership meetings by ZOOM.
4. Most of our summer transition programs have been put on hold. 
5. Our counselors and Rehabilitation Technicians have been encouraged to reach out to clients and update them regarding our agency practices due to COVID-19.  
6. We have discontinued travel to client’s houses and are only meeting with clients at our local offices if there is an immediate need.  So far I’m not aware of any clients having a specific request.  
7. Authorizations are being canceled for appointments that are not going to be carried out due to COVID-19. 
8. It goes without saying that staff have been encouraged to complete as much work with clients by working from home using current technology.
9.  We have assured all staff that can do work from home has the necessary equipment to do so. 
10. We are encouraging counselors to be flexible with clients at this time who may be at risk of losing their job or having difficulties with participation due to COVID-19.
11. We have met with the PM from the training unit to explore webinars and other means of non-face-to-face trainings. 

I’m very proud of our staff in their response to these sudden changes in practice.  It’s been a great team effort. 

Oklahoma School for the Blind - Rita Echelle, Superintendent
On March 12, 2020, OSB and all Oklahoma schools were directed by the Oklahoma State Department of Education and State Board of Education to close buildings and cease instruction until April 6, 2020.  Then, on March 26, 2020, the State Board of Education unanimously approved an order that implements a Distance Learning Plan to complete the 2019-2020 school year for Oklahoma students without reopening school buildings.  The approval comes as numbers grow for positive COVID-19 cases in the state.  OSDE has provided learning frameworks and resources on their websites, and Superintendent Echelle has participated in several zoom meetings held by State Superintendent Joy Hofmeister.  In addition, Superintendent Echelle has conducted a zoom meeting with Muskogee Area Consortium Superintendents and participated in a OASA zoom meeting with fellow superintendents to brainstorm issues and network ideas for Distance Learning Plans and school closure issues. OSB Executive Team has met by zoom meeting and conference calls to respond to the directive and are making plans and policies for staff.  Superintendent Echelle also participated in a conference call with the DRS Executive Team to discuss issues regarding COVID -19 procedures.

Administrators and teachers are working in cooperation to formulate Distance Learning Plans for all grade levels.  Administrators and teachers are participating in zoom meetings and webinars to gain valuable information regarding distance learning.  All parents will be contacted this week to inform them of the upcoming continuous learning plans which will begin on April 6.  Packets and technological equipment will be delivered in the coming days to students in order for them to complete assignments.  Students’ grades will NOT be negatively impacted by the closure; however, the students may have opportunities to improve their grades.  All Individual Education Plans will be followed and meetings held in a timely manner with parental input.  These meetings will be conducted by phone or zoom meeting.  OSB will conclude the school year on May 12, and teachers will have until May 14 to assign final grades.  

Currently, only essential employees are accessing the building and performing necessary functions at OSB.  A thermometer, gloves, and anti-bacterial wipes are stationed at the front lobby of OSB.  Any employee entering the building must take temperature and record it before beginning work.  Anyone with a temperature of 99.9 or above is directed to leave the building and call their supervisor.  During the next few weeks, there will be very few employees at OSB.  Essential services will be completed but the majority of employees are asked to tele-work if possible or remain at home.  Our employees’ safety is our top priority and CDC guidelines will continue to be followed.  

Disability Determination Services – Brian Nickles, Division Administrator
The DDS has been working closely with both State and Federal partners throughout the Covid 19 Pandemic.  Staff of the DDS conduct business on Federal networks and equipment for which the Social Security Administration has security oversight.  Prior to the spread of the Coronavirus, the Oklahoma DDS did not have authority for our staff to telework.  Additionally, 95% of the IT hardware consists of CPU towers and monitors which makes telework a logistical challenge.  

In working closely with Melinda and the DRS eTeam as well as the Dallas Regional SSA Office, we were able to get authority from SSA to telework formally on March 31, 2020.  In the week prior, we conducted limited scope testing and implemented the logistics of deploying workstations to home locations.  This was quite an undertaking for a staff of 300+ and kudos go out to multiple individuals within the DDS who worked tirelessly to make this happen. 

SSA has updated their instructions almost daily since the last week of March.  Currently we have deployed about 290 employees to telework in less than the span of a week, where we previously had none.  SSA has prioritized initial and reconsideration workloads, particularly those with terminal illnesses, and military casualty cases.  At the same time, SSA has suspended workloads including continuing disability reviews and disability hearings.  More recently this week, SSA has directed the DDS to cancel all consultative examinations pending and to cease scheduling additional examinations.  This resulted in notifications to over 3000 claimants and 300 vendors of the need to cancel examinations.  This will result in significant delays in make eligibility determinations for many individuals.  

We are in the process of aligning our available resources based on the newly established workload priorities.  Additionally, our IT team is working with individuals experiencing challenges in the new telework environment.   SSA has agreed to provide cell phones for over 200 DDS staff to whom phone service is critical.  We expect these phones to be received this week.  Having the cell phones will enable the DDS staff to continue to provide great customer service, while ensuring the protection of personally identifiable information.


Oklahoma School for the Deaf – Chris Dvorak, Superintendent
Report provided separately.


Communications – Jody Harlan, Communications Director
Report provided separately.  

During the beginning of the COVID-19 medical crisis, I began participating in 3-4 hour daily meetings.  Cabinet Secretary Justin Brown aligned the communications and public information officers within the Health and Early Childhood Initiatives Cabinet; and Oklahoma Emergency Management Entity – Joint Information Command Website, a clearinghouse for communications directors, has been utilized as a platform for communications strategies teleconference meetings.  Meetings have been held 7 days/week.  


Executive Projects – Stephanie Roe, Project Coordinator
State Plan
Participated with DRS administration and RSA in a conference call to confirm the negotiated levels of performance for the Oklahoma VR program’s Measurable Skill Gains. The negotiated levels of performance will be added to the VR Services Portion of the State Plan prior to approval by the U.S. Departments of Education and Labor.

2020 Proposed Administrative Rules
Upon approval from the commission on March 9th, the 2020 administrative rules were submitted electronically to the Governor, House of Representatives and Senate via the online state filing system and filed in-person at the Office of Administrative rules on March 16th as required.

Governor’s Executive Order 2020-03 
Work is underway to review administrative rules in Chapter 10, Subchapter 1 to comply with the Governor’s Executive Order 2020-03. Revisions identified in this subchapter will be distributed to the VR/SBVI policy committee for review. 

ADA Coordinator:
A new advisory group for the Tulsa International Airport, the Inclusivity Advisory Group, held its first meeting on February 21st. This group includes individuals with various disabilities, individuals from advocacy groups, academia, and governmental agencies. We will be giving feedback and recommendations to the airport staff on ways to make the travel experience more inclusive of people with disabilities. This group will be meeting monthly, at least to start. 

Research Activities
Numerous different webinars on various ADA-related subjects were attended online during this period.

Training Activities
On February 18th an interactive meeting/training was conducted with WIOA partners about the proposed Star Accessibility Rating system for Access for All certification.

Elaine Woodward - Administrative Programs Officer
The State Office Safety and Evacuation Training course is completed. It has been revamped to include a quiz at completion on the iDRS Risk Management page, and an exemption from the state security policy has been granted by OMES to access the quiz. The LEARN system will enable us to digitally track enrollment, completion statistics, records, etc.  

As the Zoom admin for DRS, I have been purchasing and distributing Zoom licenses to approved employees throughout SBVI, VR, OSB, OSD, and MSD. I have been assisting employees on an as needed basis with testing and training.

I have started work on some of the cabinet secretary requests for telecommunications services and IT purchasing for FY21. However, some of the cabinet secretary requests will need to be submitted in May as more accurate financial projections will be available.

Major purchases I have been working on include replacement of the aged out security camera servers statewide, the KnowledgeLake renewal, and ImageNet hosted services through Laserfiche. The AIM Center has requested another solicitation for braille devices. Work on that is underway. 


Process Improvement – Lyuda Polyun, Administrator
AWARE
The AWARE team is assisting the State Auditor's office with its annual audit of the agency's VR program.  

We have also been involved with testing and planning for a new way of storing and viewing electronic documents in AWARE.  

In addition, the team has been developing new procedures to improve the accuracy and completion of mandatory Federal reports by identifying errors and anomalies earlier before they reach the quarterly Federal RSA-911 report.  

Furthermore, we have been working with the DRS Professional Development staff to develop new training strategies to improve efficiency and data accuracy.  In March, the AWARE team attended the new employee Academy to provide training and demonstrate case management activities in AWARE.  

Case Reviews
The QA team is currently auditing closed cases. 443 cases qualified to be audited: 339 unsuccessful closures and 104 successful closures

QA team continues to evaluate a Data Validity audit to help identify and asses the data validity entered on the AWARE case management system to meet the requirements of the 911 reporting.

Victoria Drake was invited to sit on the Policy Committee. She is to identify any obsolete and redundant Terms. 

March 2, QA team along with Rod VanStavern met with Field Coordinators to enhance open communication and explore issues and concerns with a common goal of being on the same page.  

Program Standards, Statistical Research
The research team are conducting a survey of SBVI clients who received Orientation & Mobility training from October 2019 to February 2020.  

The team met with the Transition team to work on streamlined methods of evaluating services and maintaining records of the evaluations.  

We continue to participate in the Evaluation Peer Learning Cohort.  

The VR and SBVI staff training needs assessment was completed.  

The OSB and OSD parent satisfaction surveys have been postponed until August.



Closing Comments – Melinda Fruendt
These past few weeks have been extremely challenging with the medical crisis.  DRS Services may be delivered in a different way via teleworking and technology, not face-to-face, however, the spirit and compassion of our DRS staff remains sturdy and strong in the face of COVID-19.  

Thankfully, no DRS Staff members have tested positive for the COVID virus.  

The DRS Executive Team has been executing communications, emergency management, operations, and many other critical matters.  I am very proud and humbled to work beside each E-Team member, especially during this crisis.  I believe we have ALL worked together as a team and will continue to do so during and after the crisis is adverted.  


Respectfully submitted by
Melinda Fruendt, Executive Director
