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[bookmark: _Toc164666313]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.
The following report includes legislative updates as well as a summary of program updates and initiatives.
[bookmark: _Toc126761698][bookmark: _Toc164666314]Legislative Updates
[bookmark: _Toc151469704][bookmark: _Toc125458715][bookmark: _Toc133405019][bookmark: _Toc164666315]2023 88th Texas Legislative Session Implementation
The 88th Texas Legislative Session began Jan. 10 and concluded May 29, 2023. 
VRD is responsible for tracking and reporting on the implementation of six bills 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: _Toc164666316]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 (SIASCCl) 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 VR primary and alternate staff member to represent TWC on the council. The representatives established contact with HHSC and will work with the council to meet the legislative requirements set forth in the bill. VRD’s representative attended the council’s first meeting, which was held March 2024. The meeting included new member orientation presentations, an HHSC Advisory Committee Coordination Office overview, and an HHSC Aging Service Coordination SIASCC overview. 
[bookmark: _Toc151469707][bookmark: _Toc164666317]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 IDD Post Secondary Opportunities for People with Disabilities committee met on Jan. 24, 2024, and again on Feb. 23, 2024. VRD’s representative attended both meetings in which new committee members were introduced. In addition, there was a presentation on Aggie Achieve, a program at Texas A&M that offers a college experience by allowing individuals to audit classes.
[bookmark: _Toc151469708][bookmark: _Hlk150159522][bookmark: _Toc164666318]SB 812 - Relating to Food Allergen Awareness in Food Service Establishments, Food Handler and Food Manager Certifications, and Food Service Training or Education Programs
SB 812 — to be called the Sergio Lopez Food Allergy Awareness Act — charges the State Health Services Department with the development, posting, and updating of a food allergen awareness poster. Food service establishments must display a poster relating to food allergen awareness in an area regularly accessible to the food service employees. The new law further prescribes that the Department of State Health Services may not accredit an education or training program unless the program includes the food allergen awareness information set forth in the bill. The executive commissioner of the Health and Human Services Commission (HHSC) must establish rules for implementation.
VRD Actions: VRD’s BET program has developed a training guide and PowerPoint presentation on allergen awareness for BET staff, BET licensed managers, and employees of BET managers. Additionally, allergen awareness posters were developed and delivered to BET field offices in February and March 2024. The BET program will continue to track the progress of HHSC’s rule development and the Department of State Health Services for any updates to education or training program accreditation and course curriculum.
[bookmark: _Toc151469710][bookmark: _Toc164666319]HB 1, 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, submitted the Combined State Plan (CSP) to VRD federal partners on March 4, 2024. VRD and the Rehabilitation Council of Texas (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. The CSP was approved by the Commission on Dec. 12, 2023, and posted for 30-day public comment. The CSP was updated following the public comment period and routed for Commission approval. CSP updates were approved by the Commission on Jan. 30, 2024. Following Commission approval, the CSP was sent for Texas Workforce Investment Council (TWIC) approval and then for Governor approval. After receiving approval from TWIC and the Governor, the CSP was submitted on March 4, 2024, to the federal government via an online portal, meeting the deadline for federal submission. Federal approval is anticipated in summer 2024. 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: _Toc141777354][bookmark: _Toc151469711][bookmark: _Toc164666320]HB 1, Article VII, TWC, Rider 38, Performance Reporting for the Business Enterprise of Texas Program
By Oct. 1 of each year, TWC will report on the following information to the Legislative Budget Board (LBB) and the Governor: results of the survey distributed to state host agencies on satisfaction of operational conditions such as pricing requirements, hours of operation, menu items, and product lines; and the total cost incurred by each host state agency for the operation of Business Enterprises of Texas cafeterias, snack bars, and convenience stores. The reported costs should include the value of the space used, maintenance, utility and janitorial costs, and the method of finance for each. Additionally, an outline of the methodology used should be included. The LBB and the Governor will specify the format for the report.
VRD Actions: VRD’s Business Enterprises of Texas (BET) program is preparing to conduct another survey of vending facilities in June 2024. Currently, a review of the previous survey questions is being conducted and changes, if necessary, will be made. Once changes have been made and approved, the new survey will be prepared and is expected to be sent to vending facilities in June.
[bookmark: _Toc164666321]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: Drafting of the Rider 49 report is currently underway. Information and data requests were sent to collaborating partners. The draft is expected to be completed by April 2024. Once drafted, VR leadership will review and incorporate changes, if applicable, by June 2024. VRD leadership will then brief TWC Commission Offices on the report before Commissioners consider the report in an open meeting in August 2024. The Rider 49 report will be available to RCT and the Texas Legislature by Oct. 1, 2024.
[bookmark: _Toc151469712][bookmark: _Toc164666322]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: _Toc164666323]SB 50 Implementation Status
On Jan. 31, 2023, TWC and HHSC 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 HHSC programs listed in the law, and once consent forms to release protected health information (PHI) are in place. The data exchange will occur quarterly. So far, three data sets have been received from HHSC in August 2023, December 2023, and March 2024. TWC continues to engage in matching mutual customers, obtaining consent for release of information, and compiling the response data. 
[bookmark: _Toc126761703][bookmark: _Toc164666324]Policy and Procedure Updates
In September 2022, VRD began partnering with a contractor to help assist with the Vocational Rehabilitation Services Manual (VRSM) Redesign Project. The goals of the redesign project are to:
· Remove duplicative information.
· Reformat and reorganize content to make it clearer and easier to navigate.
· Align policy to make it more internally consistent.
· Seek a new platform to make it easier to publish, navigate, and manage policy.
The Manual Redesign Project also includes a review of the VR Standards for Providers (SFP) Manual and how to align it with the VRSM. Based on the contractor’s review of the SFP, VRD made numerous minor updates to the SFP to ensure the manual is accurate and consistent. The SFP updates were published in January 2024. 
The redesigned VRSM will publish on July 1, 2024.
[bookmark: _Toc126761704][bookmark: _Toc164666325]New or Significant Initiatives Relating to Disability Programs
[bookmark: _Toc141777341][bookmark: _Toc126761705][bookmark: _Toc164666326]Deaf and Hard of Hearing Training Workgroup
Subject matter experts in the VRD state office lead the Deaf and Hard of Hearing Training Work group, which oversees teams of VRD field staff who effectively serve customers who are deaf and hard of hearing. The teams drafted training that was reviewed by Randi Turner, an external subject matter expert. Turner provided guidance and technical assistance to VRD to help ensure that each training module contains appropriate and accurate materials for an audience with different learning styles. In November 2022, VRD completed the development of the training. VRD held an in-person work session Feb. 7-8, 2024, with statewide staff members. The group conducted a comprehensive review of the training and made recommendations for final edits, which are being incorporated into the training modules. After the edits are complete, the training will be piloted in summer 2024 and available for all staff members in fiscal year 2025.
[bookmark: _Toc126761708][bookmark: _Toc164666327]Outreach, Awareness, and Engagement
[bookmark: _Toc126761711][bookmark: _Hlk92441754][bookmark: _Toc164666328]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 second quarter of state fiscal year (SFY) 2024, VRD received 3,809 contact requests via the portal. Of these requests, 3,769 were for VR services and 40 were for OIB services. 1,277 (34.5%) of these requests resulted in new initial contracts in the VR case management system.
[bookmark: _Toc126761713][bookmark: _Toc164666329]Enhancing Partnerships with Employers
VRD continues to establish and increase collaboration with Texas businesses, assisting with recruitment, retention services, disability awareness training, and information and referral. VR's Business Relations team accomplishes this through continued partnerships with local Workforce Solutions Business Units, local Chambers of Commerce, and other community groups.
The Business Relations team regularly attends conferences to enhance their knowledge of employer engagement, business development and working with VR customers. Team members also attend conferences where they host exhibitor tables to provide information on services available to businesses and job seekers with disabilities. The Business Relations team attends the TWC Texas Conference for Employers events annually. VR will attend 13 TWC Texas Conference for Employers events that are being held in 2024. Conference cities include Mesquite, Kerrville, Wichita Falls, Beaumont, Nacogdoches, Lubbock, Big Spring, Temple, Irving, Lake Johnson, Austin, San Angelo, and South Padre. For more information, visit the Texas Conference for Employers homepage:  https://www.twc.texas.gov/agency/texas-conference-employers
VR continues to develop partnerships with businesses to establish work-based learning opportunities for VR customers with disabilities. In SFY 2024 second quarter (Q2), 1605 VR adult and youth customers were referred to participate in work-based learning opportunities, which include VR's Skills Training to Employment Project (STEP). The project provides training focused on job readiness and acquisition of work skills needed to gain competitive integrated employment with participating employers. As of March 31, 2024, 102 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: _Toc164666330]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: _Toc164666331]Disability Program Updates
[bookmark: _Toc126761716][bookmark: _Toc164666332]Vocational Rehabilitation Division SFY 2024 Q2: State Management Measures
[bookmark: _Toc126761717][bookmark: _Toc164666333]Vocational Rehabilitation Services 
During the SFY 2024 Q2, the VR program served 56,122 participants, of which 4,495 achieved employment outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc126761718][bookmark: _Hlk84249083][bookmark: _Toc164666334]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 Q2, the OIB program served 2,269 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.
With the expansion of the program, a contract with Envision Dallas Lighthouse’s call center started in August of 2023 with a dedicated OIB Helpline number, 844-Need-OIB. In fiscal year 24, the call center has received over 800 referrals for the program. The call center also engages in outreach calls to community referral sources throughout the state.
As the OIB program expands its services, VRD also is contracting with two Lighthouses for the Blind — Envision Dallas 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 training sessions occur once a month in both locations. 80 customers have signed up for this training program, and the results of evaluations have been positive.
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: _Toc164666335]Business Enterprises of Texas (BET)
[bookmark: _Hlk99975802]BET businesses are operated by Texans who are legally blind. During the SFY 2024 Q2, BET administered the operation of 111 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 1,628 Texans, including 154 with disabilities.
[bookmark: _Toc164666336]TWC Accessibility Contacts
TWC is committed to making its information and technology accessible to people with visual, hearing, mobility, cognitive, and other disabilities. Listed below are key TWC contacts who help the agency achieve its accessibility goal.
Henri Chen, Customer Relations Director: henri.chen@twc.texas.gov 
TWC’s Ombudsman’s Office: ombudsman@twc.texas.gov
Customer Relations Hotline: 800-628-5115
Erin Humphreys, Vocational Rehabilitation Title IX Coordinator: TitleIX@twc.texas.gov
Ernesto Sifuentes, Electronic and Information Resources Accessibility Coordinator:  ernesto.sifuentes@twc.texas.gov
Jon Pokorney, Title II American with Disabilities Act Coordinator/State Equal Opportunity Officer: EO.complaint@twc.texas.gov or jon.pokorney@twc.texas.gov

[bookmark: _Toc164666337]Follow-up Item: Request from GCPD
During the January 2024 meeting, GCPD asked for an update on VRDs budget and any additional funding to continue serving VRD customers. TWC leadership has identified one-time, additional funding, which was transferred to the VR budget on March 2, 2024. This additional funding allows VR to fully match the VR grant for fiscal year 2024, which in turn increases the VR client services budget to continue providing services through the remainder of fiscal year 2024 and into fiscal year 2025.
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