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[bookmark: _Toc77599864]Executive Summary
The Texas Workforce Commission (TWC) Vocational Rehabilitation Division (VRD) staff and providers continue to deliver services to customers, through both remote and in-person service delivery strategies. VRD plans to incorporate into its standard operations a hybrid approach to remote work (aka telework) and service delivery.  With continued advances in technology and the increasing availability of that technology to agency staff, its customers, and the general public, VRD anticipates that higher levels of telework will become the norm and that staff and customers will grow increasingly accustomed to virtual and electronic modes of service delivery.  Increased use of remote work and digital platforms is projected for most sectors of the economy, including government.
It is VRD’s long-term goal that Standard Operations for the division will be to offer all customers a choice of remote access, in-person access, or both, depending on the customer’s preference and access to technology.  The goal further envisions that timely service delivery and active customer engagement are consistently achieved with either mode of access by the customer.  This goal must be the standard by which the division’s telework practices are evaluated, and as necessary revised.
To ensure the potential customers and communities are aware of VR services, VRD also continues to develop and implement outreach, awareness, and engagement strategies.  For example, Start My VR, an online self-referral option, launched in June 2021.  In addition, VRD is working with each Workforce Board to include the VR logo on Workforce Solutions office signage.
The following report includes a summary of legislative updates as well as program updates and initiatives.
[bookmark: _Toc77599865]Legislative Updates
The 87th Texas Legislature concluded with 7,385 bills and resolutions filed. The Senate filed 2,400 pieces of legislation and the House of Representatives filed 4,985.  Of the legislation filed, 1,174 bills and resolutions passed the legislature with Governor Abbott vetoing 20 bills.  The Texas Workforce Commission (TWC) tracked 1,154 bills with 177 bills making it to the Governor’s desk for final action.
 SB 1 by Sen. Nelson – General Appropriations Act.  Effective 9/1/21
Exceptional Items: All Exceptional Items requested by TWC are included in the General Appropriations Act as passed by the legislature.  As previously reported, these include:
· Requests for capital budget authority that improve access to information and service delivery for individuals with disabilities:
· A Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) system replacement project that would replace the current Texas Review, Oversight, and Coaching System (TxROCS), ReHabWorks, and ReHabWorks Reports applications with a modern, efficient system that is incorporated into an integrated case management system that serves all agency programs.  The cost will be approximately $13.6 million in federal funds.
· TWC internet website redesign to make the agency’s information more accessible and user friendly for any Texan requiring agency assistance. The cost will be approximately $930,000 in cost allocated funds across numerous programs.
· An enhanced customer communication effort that would enable agency program staff to communicate via text message with external customers, beginning with those seeking assistance with Vocational Rehabilitation services and Unemployment Insurance benefits.  The cost will be approximately $350,000 in federal funds.
TWC VRD will be tasked with leading or coordinating some of the efforts related to the following items:
Rider 48: This rider requires TWC to use funds appropriated for apprenticeship programs and Vocational Rehabilitation to conduct an inventory of all current apprenticeship and internship opportunities for people with disabilities.  The inventory shall include the number of opportunities, the length of the programs, age ranges, whether the employer is public or private, geographical distribution, program funding and publicity, and the number of individuals that obtained full-time employment as a result of the program.  The inventory shall be made available to the Rehabilitation Council of Texas and the Legislature by October 1, 2022.
SB 50 by Sen. Zaffirini - Relating to a competitive and integrated employment initiative for certain Medicaid recipients.  Effective 9/1/21
This bill directs the Executive Commissioner of the Health and Human Services Commission (HHSC) to develop a process that conforms with the state’s Employment First Policy to ensure that Medicaid waiver participants in Home and Community-based Services (HCS), the Texas home living (TxHmL) waiver program, the deaf-blind with multiple disabilities (DBMD) waiver program, the community living assistance and support services (CLASS) waiver program, and the STAR+PLUS home and community-based services (HCBS) waiver program who want competitive and integrated employment can achieve that goal.
The HHSC Executive Commissioner must establish rules to develop a uniform process to assess the goals of competitive integrated employment opportunities and related employment services available to these individuals and to use the identified goals and available opportunities and services to direct the individual’s plan of care at the time the plan is developed or renewed.  The HHSC Executive Commissioner also must establish rules to identify strategies to increase the number of individuals who are receiving employment services from TWC or through the waiver program in which the individual is enrolled, and determine a reasonable number of individuals who indicate a desire to work to receive employment services and ensure that those individuals either have received employment services during the state fiscal biennium ending August 31, 2023, or during the period beginning September 1, 2023, through December 31, 2023, or are receiving employment services on December 31, 2023.
HHSC also must submit a report by December 31st of each even-numbered year to the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Speaker of the House of Representatives, and the Legislature that outlines the number of individuals who are receiving employment services under these provisions; whether the employment services are provided by TWC, through the waiver program in which the individual is enrolled, or both; and the number of individuals who have obtained competitive and integrated employment, categorized by waiver program and, if applicable, the individual’s level of care.
SB 1917 by Sen. Lucio - Relating to a public outreach campaign for aging adults with visual impairments.  Effective 9/1/21
This bill requires the Health and Human Services Commission (HHSC), in collaboration with the Texas State Library and Archives Commission (TSLAC) and other appropriate state agencies, to conduct public awareness and education outreach campaigns designed to provide information relating to programs and resources available to aging adults who are blind or visually impaired.  The bill specifies that the campaigns be tailored to targeted populations, including aging adults with or at risk of blindness or visual impairment and their families and caregivers; health care providers; community and faith-based organizations; and the general public.  The bill further specifies that the campaigns must be disseminated through methods appropriate for each targeted population by attending health fairs and working with organizations or groups that serve aging adults, including community clinics, libraries, support groups for aging adults, veterans organizations, for-profit providers of vision services, and the state and local chapters of the National Federation of the Blind.
To support these campaigns, the bill requires HHSC to establish a toll-free telephone number for providing counseling and referrals to appropriate services for aging adults who are blind or visually impaired.  HHSC also must post on the agency’s website information and training resources for aging adults, community stakeholders, and health care and other service providers that generally serve aging adults, including: links to websites that contain resources for persons who are blind or visually impaired; existing videos that provide awareness of blindness and visual impairments among aging adults and the importance of early intervention; best practices for referring aging adults at risk of blindness or visual impairment for appropriate services; and training about available resources for staff of aging and disability resource centers.
The bill requires HHSC to designate an HHSC contact to assist aging adults who are diagnosed with a visual impairment and their families in locating and obtaining appropriate services and to encourage awareness of reading services for persons who are blind or visually impaired that are offered by the Texas State Library and Archives Commission.
HB 4074 - Relating to the collection and use of suicide data by the statewide Behavioral Health Coordinating Council (Council).  This new law adds responsibilities to the Council (under the Health and Human Services Commission) to include statewide suicide prevention efforts in its five-year statewide behavioral health strategic plan.  It also creates a suicide prevention subcommittee to focus on statewide suicide prevention efforts using information collected from available suicide data reports.  The law requires the subcommittee to establish guidelines on the frequent use of the suicide data reports and to establish a method for identifying how suicide data reports are used to make policy.  The law also allows public or private entities that collect information regarding suicide and suicide prevention to provide suicide data reports to commission staff.
[bookmark: _Toc77599866]Policy & Procedure Updates
[bookmark: _Toc77599867][bookmark: _Toc46408647]Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Standards for Providers 
The VR Standards for Providers Manual was updated on July 1, 2021 to remove some of the requirements put in place following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.  With these updates, some services can now be provided remotely without an approved VR3472, Contract Service Modification Request, if agreed upon by the counselor, customer, and provider.  In-person services that required an approved VR3472, Contract Service Modification Request to ensure appropriate COVID-19 safety measures will no longer require a VR3472 and may proceed with standard approvals.
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[bookmark: _Toc77599869]We Hire Ability Employer Recognition Program
The We Hire Ability program launched in April 2021, supported by a statewide press release, partners sharing the news and agency and Board social media promotion.  Five employers have been recognized as a We Hire Ability employer thus far with notable employers including Adaptive Construction Services, Bloom Consulting of Round Rock and Brenda and John H. Duncan Rise School of Houston.  TWC will continue to expand content on the website over this summer and share employer best practices with the intent of building more interest from additional employers.  Nominations are being accepted through September 2021.
VRD is currently partnering with program staff from We Hire Vets to cross-promote We Hire Ability at job fairs, and in coordination with Workforce Board outreach.
We Hire Ability recognizes employers whose workforce includes individuals with disabilities in an integrated workplace, and in which they comprise at least 10 percent of the employer’s Texas-based workforce.
[bookmark: _Toc77599870]Online Student Transition Fairs
VRD continues to host online events designed to assist individuals with disabilities in planning their futures.  Seventy events have been conducted to date resulting in over 4,900 participants, with additional events scheduled through July.  Planning for additional events is underway.
[bookmark: _Toc77599871]Summer Earn and Learn
Upon successful planning between VRD and Board staff, the 2021 Summer Earn and Learn (SEAL) program is off to a strong start.  As of July 15, 2021, 3,466 students have registered, 2,390 students have completed work readiness training,  1,541 students are currently working at their SEAL worksites, and 224 students have completed their summer work experience placement.
[bookmark: _Toc77599872][bookmark: _Hlk67580786]Development of Training for VR Counselors Serving Customers who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing
A core work group to develop training for VR counselors and other VR staff that serve customers who are deaf or hard of hearing continues to meet to develop the curriculum, which will focus on core competencies a VR Counselor should have to serve Deaf and Hard of Hearing customers.  The stakeholders have developed 4 Learning Objectives: Module 1: Deaf Culture and Community Members; Module 2: Legal Considerations and Accommodations; Module 3: TWC Procedures, TWC Policies, and Accessible Academic Institutions; and Module 4: Valuable Frameworks (Self-Advocacy, Self-Determination, Mentoring & Work Base Learning, Mental Health).  VR staff will meet with the core group in September to determine which staff will work on individual topics that will be covered in each module that will further develop the curriculum.  
[bookmark: _Toc77599873]Outreach, Awareness, and Engagement
Start My VR –  On June 28, 2021, the Texas Workforce Commission (TWC) issued a press release regarding the launch of “Start My VR” an online self-referral portal for prospective VR and OIB customers, providing a convenient way for individuals with disabilities who are seeking services to be connected to a VR or OIB staff member.  This adds another way by which prospective customers interested in services can contact VRD 24/7.  The introduction of the online self-referral option is intended to provide a customer friendly manner with which the VRD can efficiently and effectively help prospective customers begin their journey to explore and, if eligible, receive services.  Outreach materials are in the process of being updated to incorporate this platform as another option for customers to access services.  As of July 13, 2021, there were 275 tickets received with an average of 11 tickets per day.
Texas HireAbility – An internal workgroup consisting of VRD staff and TWC’s Strategic Outreach staff has been meeting to discuss Texas HireAbility next steps.  The following is a list of items being worked on and topics of discussion:
· A logo refresh is under way. 
· A website reorganization and refresh is in process.
· Other topics of discussion include Board involvement, messaging to emphasize VR services & Texas HireAbility messaging.
· A review of existing resources including success stories and video b-roll for the creation of a new video for 2021.
· Discussion with our Houston partners on a possible venue to host the Governor’s Committee meeting and an Employer Panel Forum.
[bookmark: _Toc77599874]Long-range strategic plans for people with disabilities
TWC VR programs are included in the Texas Workforce System Strategic Plan for FY 2016-FY 2023, facilitated by the Texas Workforce Investment Council.  A link to this plan is located at:https://gov.texas.gov/uploads/files/organization/twic/Texas_Workforce_System_Strategic_Plan_(FY2016-FY2023).pdf
TWC’s 2019-2023 agency strategic plan is posted on the agency’s website at: https://twc.texas.gov/files/twc/strategic-plan-fiscal-years-2019-to-2023-twc.pdf
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1. [bookmark: _Toc77599877]SFY 2021 Q3 State VRD Management Measures
	Name of Measure
	EOY Target
	Cumulative Performance
	Percent Target

	Key Performance Measure:
Number of Participants Served [1]
	71,962
	59,757
	83.4%

	Management Measure:
Number of Exiting Participants Who Achieved Employment Outcomes 
	11,372
	7,266
	63.9%

	Management Measure:
Percent of Exiting Participants Who Achieved Employment Outcomes
	50%
	47%
	94%


[1] A participant is defined as an individual receiving VR services in accordance with a signed and approved Individual Plan for Employment. This number includes active carry-over cases from previous fiscal years and new participants in SFY 2021.
[bookmark: _Toc77599878]Independent Living Services for Older Individuals who are Blind (OIB)
[bookmark: _Hlk53999300]The OIB program is continuing in its expansion efforts.  As of September 1, 2021, the OIB program will have a dedicated manager for the field workers and is adding an additional worker position.  This will mean a total of 16 workers in the state.  This fiscal year the program will serve a record number of customers and much is due to the OIB Helpline that was started this year.  That number is 512-936-3388.  OIB referrals can also complete an on-line request for services through the TWC intranet portal Start MY VR.
The OIB State Office staff are working with Health and Human Services Commission (HHSC) on the implementation of SB 1917 that was recently passed in the legislative session.  At the end of the Third Quarter of State Fiscal Year 2021, the ILS-OIB program has served 1,722 customers.

[bookmark: _Toc77599879]Business Enterprises of Texas
As of the end of the third quarter, the Business Enterprises of Texas (BET) administered the operation of 111 food service and vending businesses on state and federal properties located throughout Texas.  BET businesses are operated by Texans who are legally blind.  At the end of this quarter, managers operating businesses within BET employed 1,572 Texans including 154 with disabilities.
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Annual Texas Workforce Conference – November 17-19, 2021
Rehabilitation Council of Texas – August 5-6, 2021
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