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[bookmark: _Toc156481886]Executive Summary
The Texas Workforce Commission (TWC) Vocational Rehabilitation Division (VRD) continues to implement initiatives and build relationships with employers. VRD staff and providers deliver timely service to customers in-person and remotely based on the division’s Hybrid Operations Plan. VRD’s priority is to ensure customers have timely access to both in-person and remote service delivery options to the greatest degree feasible and based upon customer choice.
On Nov. 13, 2023, TWC welcomed Joe Esparza as the new TWC Commissioner representing employers. Commissioner Joe Esparza was appointed by Governor Abbott on Nov. 7, 2023. Commissioner Joe Esparza serves as an advocate for over 660,000 Texas employers and over 3 million small businesses.  
Last, this report also includes updates on VRD legislative, policy, and program initiatives. 
[bookmark: _Toc126761698][bookmark: _Toc156481887]Legislative Updates
[bookmark: _Toc151469704][bookmark: _Toc156481888][bookmark: _Toc125458715][bookmark: _Toc133405019]2023 88th Texas Legislative Session Implementation
The 88th Texas Legislative Session began Jan. 10 and concluded May 29, 2023. VRD was assigned 40 bills to analyze and track and completed 95 Impact and Cost Analyses reports on the various bill versions. Eight of these bills passed the Legislature and are currently law.
VRD is responsible for tracking and reporting on the implementation of six of the eight bills (two bills that passed do not affect TWC) along with three budget riders that were carried over from previous sessions. Budget riders are legislative directives, inserted in the General Appropriations Act following appropriation line items for an agency. Riders typically provide direction, expansion, restriction, legislative intent, or an appropriation. Below are bills and riders that VRD is tracking and implementing.
[bookmark: _Toc151469705][bookmark: _Toc156481889]HB 728 - Relating to the Statewide Interagency Aging Services Coordinating Council
HB 728 directs the Texas Health and Human Services Commission to establish a statewide interagency aging coordinating council (council) to ensure a strategic statewide approach to interagency aging services. The council is comprised of members from a variety of state agencies, including TWC. The council is charged with the development of a five-year statewide interagency aging services strategic plan, a biennial coordinated statewide interagency aging expenditure proposal, the publication of an annual inventory of interagency aging programs, and facilitating opportunities to increase collaboration for the effective expenditure of state and federal funds for interagency aging services.
VRD Actions: VRD has assigned a permanent and alternate VR staff member to represent TWC on the council. The representatives have established contact with the Texas Health and Human Services Commission and will work with the council to meet the legislative requirements set forth in the bill. To comply, the initial meeting must be conducted by March 2024.
[bookmark: _Toc151469706][bookmark: _Toc156481890]HB 4164 - Relating to the Improper Use and Treatment of an Assistance Animal or Service Animal
HB 4164 provides that a punishable misdemeanor offense is committed if a person intentionally or knowingly represents that an animal is an assistance animal or a service animal when the animal is not trained or equipped to help a person with a disability. It also increases the maximum fine for an offense from $300 to $1,000.
VRD Actions: Incorporating feedback from the Governor’s Committee on People with Disabilities (GCPD), VRD updated the TWC webpage titled “Tips and Tools About Service Animals” and the English and Spanish brochures titled “Rights and Responsibilities of People Using Service Animals." VRD updated the webpage in September 2023 and updated the brochures in November 2023. VRD also created a resource document about service animals for VRD staff members. The document was distributed in late November 2023. All VRD implementation steps for HB 4164 have been completed.
[bookmark: _Toc151469707][bookmark: _Toc156481891]SB 55 - Relating to a Study and Report by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board Regarding Best Practices for Assisting Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder
SB 55 requires the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) — in partnership with its advisory council on postsecondary education for persons with intellectual and developmental disabilities (Council) and the Texas Education Agency — to conduct a study to determine best practices for assisting students with autism spectrum disorder who are enrolled at institutions of higher education. The bill requires THECB to submit a written report that includes the study’s findings and any recommendations for legislative or other action no later than Dec. 1, 2025.
VRD Actions: As a member of the advisory council on postsecondary education for persons with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD), VRD will continue to attend scheduled meetings and provide expertise to the council as needed while it assists THECB with the study and subsequent report. The VR contact person attended the first IDD Post Secondary Opportunities on People with Disabilities committee meeting, which was held Nov. 17, 2023. Another meeting was held Dec. 15, 2023, but they were unable to make quorum. That meeting was, therefore, rescheduled for Jan. 26, 2024.
[bookmark: _Toc151469708][bookmark: _Toc156481892][bookmark: _Hlk150159522]SB 464 - Relating to Designating Oct. 17 as Entrepreneurs with Disabilities Day
SB 464 — to be called The Blake Pyron Act — designates Oct. 17 as Entrepreneurs with Disabilities Day to recognize entrepreneurship as a career path for people with disabilities and to bring awareness and inclusion to the workforce. The bill states that this day may be regularly observed by ceremonies, activities, and programs.
VRD Actions: VRD partnered with the GCPD to develop a plan to include Entrepreneurs with Disabilities Day in activities for October’s National Disability Employment Awareness Month (NDEAM) and Texas HireAbility. A system is now in place to recognize October 17 as Entrepreneurs with Disabilities Day every year.
VRD highlighted the Business Enterprises of Texas (BET) program as a part of the celebration. On Oct. 10, 2023, a Governor’s proclamation was issued and included in a GCPD GovDelivery message. Additionally, a TWC webpage was created with basic information on self-employment and how to access self-employment resources. As more information and resources become available, the webpage will be expanded. VRD distributed a GovDelivery message to its VR News subscribers highlighting BET and Entrepreneurs with Disabilities Day. All VRD implementation steps for SB 464 have been completed.
[bookmark: _Toc151469709][bookmark: _Toc156481893]SB 2017 - Relating to the Regulation of Hearing Aids and the Practices of Audiology and the Fitting and Dispensing of Hearing Instruments
SB 2017 establishes that a license is not required to engage in servicing, marketing, selling, dispensing, or providing customer support for acquiring or distributing over-the-counter hearing aids. In addition, a person who is licensed may service, market, sell, dispense, provide support for, or distribute over-the-counter hearing aids. The bill addresses terminology, complaints, and contract, and requires the Texas Commission of Licensing and Regulation to adopt rules by Dec. 1, 2023.
VRD Actions: VRD developed a resource document on over-the-counter hearing aids to include references to SB 2017. The updated document was published on VRD’s Deaf and Hard of Hearing intranet page. VRD also published an announcement about the resource document in the VRD News Brief, which is a weekly informational bulletin distributed to all VRD staff members. All VRD implementation steps for SB 2017 have been completed.
[bookmark: _Toc151469710][bookmark: _Toc156481894]HB 0001, Article VII, TWC, Rider 34 Vocational Rehabilitation Reporting Requirements
TWC shall submit the following information to the Legislative Budget Board (LBB) and the Governor no later than the date the report is submitted to the federal government: (1) notification of proposed State Plan amendments or waivers for Vocational Rehabilitation. State plan amendments and waiver submissions will also be provided to the Senate Health and Human Services, House Human Services, and House Public Health committees; (2) a copy of each report or petition submitted to the federal government relating to Vocational Rehabilitation; and (3) any other federal reports requested by the LBB and the Governor. TWC shall notify the LBB and the Governor on a timely basis about emerging issues that could result in the loss of more than $1 million in federal revenue under the General Appropriations Act.
VRD Actions: VRD in cooperation with TWC’s Workforce Development Division, will submit the Combined State Plan (CSP) to VRD federal partners in spring 2024. VRD and RCT collaborated on the VR portion of the CSP to establish goals, priorities, and strategies to advance the provision of high-quality VR services to customers. RCT participated in two feedback sessions with VRD in August 2023 and submitted written recommendations Sept. 9, 2023. VRD responded to the RCT’s recommendations and incorporated additional updates based on their feedback. In November 2023, the core part of the CSP was updated. In addition, VRD updated the VR portion of the CSP to align with federal guidance issued Oct. 30, 2023. The CSP was approved by the Commission on Dec. 12, 2023, and posted for 30-day public comment. The CSP continues to move through the approval process. Once the CSP is fully approved and published on the TWC website, TWC’s Governmental Relations department will send an email with a link to the plan to the legislative bodies specified in the rider. The last part of the rider related to the loss of federal funds is covered by a standard report that TWC provides to the LBB and Governor each quarter.
[bookmark: _Toc151469711][bookmark: _Toc156481895]HB 0001, Article VII, TWC, Rider 49, Apprenticeship, and Internship Opportunities for People with Disabilities
This provision requires funds appropriated in TWC’s budget to be used 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 because of the program. The inventory shall be made available to the RCT and the Legislature by October 1 of each even-numbered year.
VRD Actions: The Rider 49 report is expected to be drafted, with subject matter expert input, by April 2024. Afterward, VR leadership will review the draft and incorporate changes, if applicable, by June 2024. VR leadership will then brief TWC Commission Offices on the report before Commissioners consider the report in an open meeting during August 2024. The Rider 49 report will be available to RCT and the Texas Legislature by Oct. 1, 2024.
[bookmark: _Toc151469712][bookmark: _Toc156481896]2021 87th Texas Legislative Session: Senate Bill 50
Senate Bill 50 (SB 50) relates to a competitive and integrated employment initiative for certain Medicaid recipients.
The law directs Texas Health and Human Services (HHS) to establish rules and processes that comply with Texas’ Employment First Policy, which states that employment is the first and preferred option for individuals with disabilities who receive public benefits. The law’s goal is to ensure that Medicaid waiver participants who want competitive and integrated employment can achieve that goal. The law requires HHS to develop strategies to increase the number of individuals who receive employment services from TWC or through the waiver program in which they are enrolled. The HHS executive commissioner must submit a report on these efforts by December 31 of each even-numbered year to the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Speaker of the House of Representatives, and the Legislature.
[bookmark: _Toc125458716][bookmark: _Toc133405020][bookmark: _Toc151469713][bookmark: _Toc156481897]SB 50 Implementation Status
On Jan. 31, 2023, TWC and HHS executed a Memorandum of Agreement/Data Sharing. TWC will provide aggregate numbers of individuals served who obtained employment and are also receiving services through one of the HHS programs listed in the law once consent forms to release protected health information (PHI) are in place. The data exchange will occur quarterly. Two data sets were received from HHS in August 2023 and December 2023. TWC is currently engaged in matching mutual customers, obtaining consent for release of information, and compiling the response data.
[bookmark: _Toc126761703][bookmark: _Toc156481898]Policy and Procedure Updates
[bookmark: _Toc156481899]Self-Employment
In 2023, VRD began a redesign project for Self-Employment services. The goals of the project are to:
Simplify the Self-Employment process.
Provide a distinction between independent contractors/sub-contractors, simple self-employment, and comprehensive self-employment.
Clearly define the roles and responsibilities of Certified Business Technical Assistance Consultants (CBTACs), VR staff members, and customers.
Streamline VR policies and forms.
Create guidance materials for CBTACs and VR staff members.
In summer 2023, VRD hired an intern who reviewed and verified information compiled by a Self-Employment work group. The intern provided VRD with Self-Employment recommendations, which are currently being reviewed. VRD plans to launch its revised Self-Employment process in July 2024.
[bookmark: _Toc126761704][bookmark: _Toc156481900]New or Significant Initiatives Relating to Disability Programs
[bookmark: _Toc156481901][bookmark: _Toc141777341][bookmark: _Toc126761705]Building Capacity for Working with Younger Students 
In state fiscal year (SFY) 2022, VRD launched “Building Capacity for Working with Younger Students,” an ongoing statewide initiative. The project is a VRD partnership with schools. The initiative focuses on better understanding the needs of younger students and helping support them through the transition process. 
Initially, VRD held six focus group meetings (one in each VR region) to share strategic ideas and collect feedback for the Building Capacity initiative. Those meetings were followed by conferences in all six VR regions. The conferences were tailored to the unique needs and concerns of the individual regions and their schools. Conference attendees brainstormed and collaborated on creating ideas for student success. 
In October 2023, VRD held a statewide Building Capacity conference with over 500 participants. The high attendance reflects a strong desire among partners to foster collaboration to better serve students with disabilities with transition services. Feedback from the conference underscored an ongoing demand for training to promote collaboration and share best practices. In 2024, VRD plans to hold another statewide conference and host 12 regional showcases, emphasizing best practices for collaboration among local VR and independent school district teams. The one-day showcases also will address transition-related training. Details for the 2024 statewide conference and regional showcases are forthcoming.
[bookmark: _Toc156481902]Fostering Transition
Launched in 2022, “Fostering Transition” is another ongoing statewide initiative. Its goal is to increase engagement and successful outcomes for youth in the foster care system. Thus far, an estimated 120 individuals have been referred to this initiative. VRD is partnering with two permanency court judges to unite individuals who advocate for the youth. Foster students are required to appear in court at least twice a year, and this initiative provides a regular opportunity to contact them. The judges add additional accountability as they monitor student progress and outcomes. 
These partnerships are helping VRD increase the number of students in foster care who receive VR services. Through subject matter expert assignments in the VR regions, some counselors are receiving continuous training on this foster care initiative. This will build expertise among designated counselors regarding the foster care system, how to work with youth who have experienced trauma, and how to coordinate with each other to ensure the VR program effectively tracks and maintains engagement with students who may relocate frequently. 
VRD is also providing funding and staff support to expand the 2024 Foster Youth Conference in partnership with TWC’s Workforce Division. This conference provides information and resources for professionals working with foster youth and opportunities for networking.
[bookmark: _Toc126761708][bookmark: _Toc156481903]Outreach, Awareness, and Engagement
[bookmark: _Toc126761710][bookmark: _Toc156481904][bookmark: _Hlk92441754]System Partnership and Service Coordination Project
TWC’s System Partnership and Service Coordination project aims to improve customer referral and service coordination processes among Texas Workforce Solutions (TWS) partners, including local Workforce Development Boards and their contractors. In 2022, the 35-member work group convened and made recommendations, which resulted in the following during 2023: 
Creation of a resource document to help employers understand the full range of available TWC services. 
Creation of a professional development session for VR and TWS staff working with employers.  The session was held prior to the TWC 26th annual Texas Workforce in November 2023. The ongoing goal is to build consistency in the quality of services provided to employers through the Texas workforce system.
Development of a method to streamline the referral process between workforce programs, including VR, once the latest version of The Workforce Information System of Texas, commonly known as TWIST, is operational. The ongoing goal is to improve the customer co-enrollment experience. The method will be piloted in 2024. 
[bookmark: _Toc126761711][bookmark: _Toc156481905]Start My VR 
Start My VR is an online self-referral portal for prospective VR and older individuals who are blind (OIB) customers. During the first quarter of SFY 2024, VRD received 2,995 contact requests via the portal. Of these requests, 2,927 were for VR services and 28 were for OIB services. 1,510 (51%) of these requests resulted in new initial contracts in the VR case management system.
[bookmark: _Toc126761713][bookmark: _Toc156481906]Enhancing Partnerships with Employers
VRD collaborates with Texas businesses, assisting with talent recruitment, job retention services, training on disability hiring and workplace inclusion, as well as providing other VR services. VR's Business Relations team accomplishes this through the continued work with local Workforce Solutions Business Units, local Chambers of Commerce, and other community groups.
[bookmark: _Hlk148085058]The Business Relations team routinely attends conferences to enhance their knowledge of business development and working with VR customers. Team members also attend conferences where they host exhibitor tables and provide information about VR employment services to employers and attendees. Information topics include how to access qualified VR job seekers with disabilities, job retention services, receiving training on disability hiring, and workplace inclusion. The Business Relations team attends the TWC Texas Conference for Employers events annually. As of Jan. 9, 2024, the Business Relegations team has attended six conferences in the cities of Mesquite, Kerrville, Wichita Falls, Beaumont, Nacogdoches and Lubbock. 
VR continues to develop partnerships with Texas employers to establish work -based learning opportunities for VR customers with disabilities. VR's Skills Training to Employment Project (STEP) provides training focused on job readiness and acquisition of work skills needed to gain competitive integrated employment with participating employers. As of Jan. 9, 2024, 91 VR customers have completed a STEP cohort. These partnerships and trainings help increase employment outcomes for customers and awareness of VR services statewide.
[bookmark: _Toc126761714][bookmark: _Toc156481907]Long-Range Strategic Plans for People with Disabilities
TWC’s  Strategic Plan 2023-2027 is posted at:
https://www.twc.texas.gov/sites/default/files/enterprise/docs/strategic-plan-fiscal-years-2023-to-2027-twc.pdf 
[bookmark: _Toc126761715][bookmark: _Toc156481908]Disability Program Updates
[bookmark: _Toc126761716][bookmark: _Toc156481909]Vocational Rehabilitation Division SFY 2024 Q1: State Management Measures
[bookmark: _Toc126761717][bookmark: _Toc156481910]Vocational Rehabilitation Services 
During the SFY 2024 Q1, the VR program served 50,510 participants, of which 1,908 achieved employment outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc156481911][bookmark: _Toc126761718][bookmark: _Hlk84249083]Independent Living Services for Older Individuals Who Are Blind 
[bookmark: _Hlk53999300]The Older Individuals Who Are Blind (OIB) program serves people who are age 55 and older, have significant vision loss, and need services to continue to live independently in their homes and community. During the SFY 2024 Q1, the OIB program served 1,836 customers. The program started an expansion in 2023 with increased Social Security Administration (SSA)-VR money and hired seven more staff members; the total number of OIB staff members is now 26. 
As the OIB program expands its services, VRD also is contracting with two Lighthouses for the Blind — Dallas Envision Lighthouse and Vibrant Works San Antonio Lighthouse — to provide a comprehensive group skills training named “Senior Keys to Independence Program (SKIP).” Customers from across the state can participate in the four-and-a-half-day training program with OIB paying for the customers’ training and travel expenses. The first training sessions were held in November and December 2023 in San Antonio. Sessions will continue once a month in either San Antonio or Dallas or both locations each month, depending upon the number of customers who are enrolled.
Finally, VRD plans to add five more positions to the OIB program. The program has employment postings for four direct service positions and a program specialist position to assist with the contracted services.  

[bookmark: _Toc126761719][bookmark: _Toc156481912]Business Enterprises of Texas (BET)
[bookmark: _Hlk99975802]BET businesses are operated by Texans who are legally blind. During the SFY 2024 Q1, BET administered the operation of 114 food service and vending businesses on state and federal properties located throughout Texas. At the end of the quarter, managers operating businesses within BET employed 1,632 Texans, including 150 with disabilities. 
[bookmark: _Toc156481913]Follow-up Items: Requests from GCPD
During the Oct. 2023 GCPD meeting, a request was made to provide the number of Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor (VRC) positions. As of Jan 1, 2024, the VRD had 711 VRC positions. Of those 711, 85 are vacant. 
The GCPD also requested information about the VR budget to include information from 2019 – 2023 as well as current funding allocation and expenditures for SFY 2024. Budget information will be shared during the January 2024 meeting. 
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