[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]
CSAVR National News Brief
March 24, 2024
CSAVR National News Brief is a regular series covering legislative activity, media stories, research initiatives, webinars, reports, conferences, and national advocacy activities of interest to member state VR agencies. 
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[bookmark: SPENDING][bookmark: _Hlk162019291]SPENDING PACKAGE – SPECIAL ANNOUNCEMENT

The Senate passed a sprawling $1.2 trillion package to fund large swaths of the government in the early hours Saturday morning, capping off dramatic negotiations in the upper chamber and an intense spending fight where discretionary programs, including vocational rehabilitation grants funding, were targeted as dealmakers as they looked everywhere to find funds to ensure the government was not shut down and Homeland Security had an extra 2.2. billion sprinkled throughout its agencies. 

While the Labor-HHS-Education bill included an increase of close to 8% ($287 million) for vocational rehabilitation state grants, that increase was moved to the Department of Homeland Security through rescission language in the final bill going to the President's desk. 

The VR grant is flat funded with no increase for mandatory COLA.  CSAVR will be working with our Beltway partners to gain additional information and will be sharing more information with our network.
[bookmark: OUR]OUR PROFESSION

We trust you were able to celebrate with your counselors and staff this past week on National Counselor Appreciation Day.  As we think about the strategic priority of Recruitment and Retention, it is important to not only recognize their work and contributions one day a year and throughout the year.

Of course I am preaching to the choir here, but personally I wanted to express my thanks to all of you for sending those thank you notes, taking time when you visit your offices to stop and talk with the staff, and expressing your appreciation and recognition in so many other ways because good work needs to not be recognized one day a year.
Thank you, thank you, thank you. I appreciate your continuing commitment and leadership. 

Our Virginia General agency pulled together a special video that I wanted to pass along.  Many thanks to Commissioner Hayfield and her communications team, Betsy Civilette  and Rick Sizemore for their always outstanding work in communication our value proposition.

[bookmark: WORLD]WORLD DOWN SYNDROME DAY – CSAVR STAFF WORLD PRESENCE
World Down Syndrome Day (WDSD), March21 , is a global awareness day which has been officially observed by the United Nations since 2012.All over the world, events are held to amplify the voices of people who have Down’s syndrome, highlighting their vital role in our communities and calling for their full participation in anything that affects their lives. 

We are honored that our own Tonia Ferguson was celebrating and sharing her story as a mom with advocates in Trinidad/Tobago with this year's theme #endthestereotypes for a two-day conference.  Thank you Tonia!

[bookmark: NATIONAL]NATIONAL NEWS

In his recent State of the Union address President Biden urged Congress to add funding for Medicaid home and community-based services. Beyond requesting more investment in home and community-based services, his budget includes a $200 million increase in spending on special education services, $10 million more to train special educators and early intervention providers as well as funding to improve customer service at the Social Security Administration.
One of the frustrations that some of our customers who are Social Security beneficiaries have experienced is receiving benefit overpayments wrongly sent to them by SSA and then being faced with having to repay those dollars. Recently, SSA Commissioner Martin O’Malley, confirmed in December, said that in the coming days he would propose changes to address this situation. He said he has concrete steps in mind, such as establishing a statute of limitations, shifting the burden of proof to the agency, and imposing a 10% cap on clawbacks for some beneficiaries. O’Malley said the agency plans to cease efforts to claw back years-old overpayments and halt the practice of terminating benefits for disabled workers who don’t respond to overpayment notices because they did not receive them or couldn’t make sense of them.

Mathematica has released a report indicating that thousands of children who may be eligible for SSI benefits are not receiving them. Between 2013 and 2021, there was a 20% drop in the number of children receiving Supplemental Security Income benefits, according to the report . To assess how many kids may qualify for SSI, the researchers looked at Medicaid. They found that over 110,000 children may be eligible for SSI, an increase of nearly 10% over current program participation. But depending on the probability threshold used, the increase could be as high as 55%.

The report suggests Medicaid and SSI data be connected in the future to help identify more children who are potentially eligible for SSI to conduct targeted outreach. SSA said that it is looking for ways to address the report recommendations including doing more work with third parties to reach people who might be eligible for SSI and is starting to see “substantial increases in child SSI applications.”
Reportedly, several 504 and ADA new rules that could improve access to health care, education, websites, and apps.  are currently waiting for finalization at the Department of Justice. Some disability advocacy groups are urging the USDOJ Civil Rights Division and the Domestic Policy Council, to action in three areas impacting individuals with disabilities and those are:

● The Department of Justice (DOJ) proposed rule to strengthen web and mobile app access (known as the web access rule);

● The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) proposed rule to strengthen prohibitions against discrimination on the basis of disability in health care and human services programs (known as the HHS 504 rule); and
● The Department of Education (ED) anticipated rule regarding discrimination against children with disabilities in educational settings (known as the ED 504 rule).

Even though some of the regulations originate from a different it is felt that the essential nature of DOJ’s review and the power of DOJ’s influence would help move these regulations to finalization.

Finally, despite many layoff announcements, Microsoft, Alphabet, Meta, and Netflix employ roughly 50% more workers than before the pandemic. Amazon’s workforce remains twice as big as it was in 2019. The Wall Street Journal

[bookmark: CSAVR]CSAVR SPRING 2024 CONFERENCE AND RELATED EVENTS

We are looking forward to seeing all of you in Bethesda in just two weeks! We have a great conference agenda with something for all. Registration for the conference has passed the 370 mark and for the Leadership Forum it is over 150.

Details about the conference and related events are on the CSAVR website under the EVENTS page. Hopefully, you have already been there and registered. Note that conference registration closes on April 2nd.

Things to be aware of: 

1. Registration is open and will close on April 2nd. 
1. Registration for CSAVR does not register you for NCSAB or NCSRC.  You must register with each organization separately:
1. NCSAB website: http://www.ncsab.org/  
1. NCSRC website:  https://www.ncsrc.us/
1. ​Agendas for the Leadership Forum and conference are posted on the CSAVR website.
1. The Hyatt Regency Bethesda, the conference hotel, is sold out on 4/6,7, and 9. The Hilton Garden Inn Bethesda is listed on the website as an overflow hotel with a reservation link.

[bookmark: DIRECTOR]DIRECTOR UPDATE
Welcome Dana Phelps who has been appointed as permanent Director of WA-G.  
Also, Libby Stone Sterling ME-G has been appointed to be the DSA director and DVR Assistant Director Samantha Fenderson will be Acting DVR Director until they are able to hire a permanent director. Judy Boone has been named as the interim director for MD-C.
Congratulations to all!
Keith Ozols from Oregon General has agreed to be the new Region 10 Representative.  

On a sad note, I learned from Greg Trapp that Joe Cordova, who held several important VR posts including RSA Regional Commissioner, VR Director at OK-C, HI-C and NM-G as well as Deputy Director with the New Mexico Commission for the Blind, passed away recently.  Our condolences to his family.
[bookmark: CSAVRNEWS]CSAVR NEWS
One of our newest Networks, the HR Professional Network, has 61 participating agencies and a total of 92 members. Among their many projects, they are hoping to develop a "How to" guide to present at the fall CSAVR conference. It will be a combination of all the activities they have had presenters share and a description of how the agencies can replicate those activities in their states as best as possible. Many thanks to Josh McAtee of WV-C for taking the lead on developing this Network and continuing to facilitate it. Don’t let your HR folks miss out on this Network so if you have someone interested in joining have them reach out to Josh at Joshua.mcatee@wv.gov. 

Speaking of professional networks, there has been interest expressed in developing a national network of staff who work with VR consumers who speak Spanish as their primary language. If you and/or staff members from your agency are interested in participating, the Oregon VR agency is collecting response and that will be shared back through CSAVR membership and the DEI&A community of practice. Please respond to Sheila Hoover via: vr.directservices@odhs.oregon.gov
CSAVR, the Interwork Institute at San Diego State University and others are partners on a National Expansion of Employment Opportunities Network (NEON) project to build a repository of state agency MOUs and policies to better understand how VR agencies braid funding and sequence services to better serve identified segments of our client population.  The project is tied to DOL/ODEP’s efforts to increase Competitive Integrated Employment throughout the country. It would be greatly appreciated if you could share copies of any MOUs or similar types of agreements and/or policies that address areas noted in the request you received this past week. Please send relevant documents or questions to Chip Kenney at San Diego State University at the following email: rkenney@sdsu.edu 
YesLMS has partnered with CSAVR to provide a series of free webinars highlighting the work being done in VR agencies across the country to address the three strategic priorities. The aim of these webinars is to share ideas, spark deeper conversations and build on the foundations already being laid. 


Addressing Recruitment/Retention in VR
Thursday, April 25
3:00-4:30 PM ET
Register Here
[image: Register Here ]

The Value of Mentoring Programs 
Wednesday, May 29
3:00-4:30 PM ET
Register Here
[image: Register Here ]

Casework Efficiencies – Working Smarter
Thursday, June 27
3:00-4:30 PM ET
Register Here
[image: Register Here ]

Want to attend these courses but can’t make the dates? SIMPLY REGISTER NOW, and you will be able to view the webinar in a recorded form at a later date.
[bookmark: _Hlk145686995]
[bookmark: EDRSA]ED AND RSA UPDATE

Things can change with advocacy and RSA’s recent amendment of their guidance concerning the application of BABAA is a prime example.  This past week you should have received from David Steele that BABAA does not apply to home modifications provided to consumers for their own personal and private use. It is still applicable to costs associated with a public use such as community rehabilitation programs, one-stop centers, VR office space, and vending facilities. Thanks to RSA for revisiting this issue and to all of you who advocated for the amendment.

On February 23, 2024, DOE and DOL published a final rule in the Federal Register that defines the WIOA Effectiveness in Serving Employers performance indicator as Retention with the Same Employer. The final rule takes effect on March 25, 2024. The Departments issued joint FAQs that outline when States must begin collecting and reporting Retention with the Same Employer data and inform States of the information collection requests and joint policy guidance the Departments will revise in accordance with the new regulatory definition. These joint FAQs are listed with RSA’s other FAQs at Sub-Regulatory Guidance. Please contact your RSA State Liaison with any questions. 

OSERS issued a Notice Inviting Applications (NIA) in the Federal Register on Wednesday, March 13, 2024, for fiscal year (FY) 2024 for the Braille Training Program. The NIA is available at: https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2024/03/13/2024-05290/applications-for-new-awards-braille-training-program. Applications deadline: May 13, 2024. Applications are available now at grants.gov/search-results-detail/352905. 

Last week RSA shared an updated version of the Case Service Report (RSA-911) Data Dashboards including data reported for the second quarter of PY 2023. This workbook includes performance results for all VR agencies and five quarters of previously reported RSA-911 data. 
Email any questions to RSAData@ed.gov. Thank you. 

[bookmark: THOUGHT]THOUGHT OF THE EDITION

Agencies are using exit interviews and now stay interviews and wondering if anyone is using what I will call “Newbie Interviews”. The purpose is to reach out to recently hired counselors and others to ask them about their hiring and onboarding experiences. Inquiring about such things as the source(s) they learned of the job from, whether or not the interview questions were relevant to the job, did the vacancy announcement accurately describe the job, and did the onboarding training they received prepare them or not. Suggest we need to ask our new hires about their experience while it is fresh in their minds and to get insights as to how the recruitment, interviewing, and onboarding processes might be improved to attract and hopefully ultimately retain more staff. If your agency is doing these types of interviews, please share with CSAVR how they are working and thanks.

	
			








[bookmark: REPORTS]REPORTS, TRAINING, NEWSLETTERS AND CONFERENCE OPPORTUNITIES

The Housing and Services Resource Center will host a webinar, Enhancing Housing Stability for Individuals with Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) at Risk for or Experiencing Homelessness, March 27th, 2:30 - 3:30 pm ET. Presenters will discuss the types of services and supports that can enhance housing stability for people with TBI. Advocates, self-advocates, organizations, and agencies will learn about best practices for collaboration between disability, housing, health, and social care services to increase access to those supports. Registration is free and required. The Center is part of a partnership between the Department of Health and Human Services and the Department of Housing and Urban Development.

The Rehabilitation Research and Training Center (RRTC) on Disability Statistics and Demographics (StatsRRTC) will host the 2024 Annual Disability Statistics Conference: Surveys, Statistics, and Identity, March 28th, 11 am - 4:30 pm ET. The conference will be available in person in Washington, DC, and via live stream. The conference will include the release the Annual Disability Statistics Collection.The conference will also address the latest in disability statistics, including survey methods and how disability is defined in national surveys. Registration is free and required, and remains open for virtual attendance. For more information, contact Disability.Statistics@unh.edu or 866/538-9521.

The NID Southeast ADA Regional Center will host a webinar, Supported Decision-Making and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), March 28th, 10 - 11 am ET, the third webinar in the 4th Thursday ADA Talks of 2024. Presenters will discuss disability rights, supported decision-making, and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Presenters will share resources to help families and service providers to support people with disabilities in making decisions about their employment, health care, and community living. Registration is free and required.

The Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Employment of Transition-Age Youth with Disabilities announced a four-part webinar series, Voicing Resiliency: State Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Best Practices with Indigenous Communities (PDF). The series features speakers from tribal communities, as well as federal and state partners, who discuss indigenous disability history, community-centered solutions for serving indigenous populations, interagency insights for holistic services, and tribal self employment. The series begins April 3rd. Registration is free and required for each session.

On Thursday, April 4th at 1 pm ET ABLE in collaboration with SSA will provide a webinar with a focus on representative payees and ABLE reporting. The webinar will highlight how ABLE accounts interact with Social Security Disability Benefits, Income/Asset Tests, Reporting ABLE information to SSA, and Representative Payees managing ABLE accounts. 

The Rocky Mountain ADA Regional Center released a new online training course, Overview of Disability Rights Laws. The new course provides an overview of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and other relevant laws and regulations related to disability rights. Registration is free and required to take this and other courses in the catalog.

The Northeast ADA Regional Center seeks participants for a study to identify emerging workplace flexibility policies, practices, and implementation strategies for Title I of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) that support workers with disabilities. Participants must be human resources (HR) or Diversity and Inclusion professionals, have at least two years of experience at their current organization, and have knowledge about their organization's flexible work arrangements and accommodations. Eligible candidates will participate in a 60-minute interview about their experience with disability workplace inclusion and implementing different flexible work options. For more information, contact Sarah von Schrader at sv282@cornell.edu.

The Rehabilitation Research and Training Center (RRTC) on Community Living and Participation Among People with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (RTC-CL) released a report, Research and Training Center on Community Living: Summaries of Research Studies 2018-2023. The report shares the research, training, and outreach activities of the RTC-CL to enhance the community living and participation for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD). The report includes the key findings, products, and publications of the RTC-CL research studies conducted from 2018-2023. 

The NIDIL Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Employment of People who are Blind or Have Low Vision seeks participants for a study on career mentorship experiences and employment. Participants must people with blindness or low vision, between the ages of 30 and 65, and who have had a career mentor or received career mentorship. Participants will complete a survey of approximately 10 minutes. Participants who complete the survey will have the option to enter a drawing for one of three $100 gift cards. For more information, visit the study webpage. Questions may be sent to Jamie Boydstun at jboydstun@colled.msstate.edu or 662-325-2001.

The Employee Benefits Security Administration at the Department of Labor released two resources to guide individuals and their families in understanding mental health benefits and their rights. Understanding Your Mental Health and Substance Use Disorder Benefits (PDF) explains how to access mental health services covered by employer-based health plans for individuals and family members who may be covered under their plans. Understanding Parity: A Guide to Resources for Families and Caregivers (PDF) provides information and tools necessary for parents, family members, or other caregivers to secure behavioral health services for their loved ones.

[bookmark: _Hlk162019496][bookmark: COVID]COVID 19 UPDATE

Gender diversity, disability, and well-being: Impact of delayed and foregone care because of COVID-19. LGBT Health. NARIC Accession Number: J93432.
New to the NARIC collection, this NIDILRR-funded study assessed the impact of delayed and foregone care due to coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) on well-being of gender diverse adults with disabilities. Using data from the 2021 National Survey on Health and Disability, researchers found that people with disabilities reported high rates of delayed and foregone care and subsequent negative effects on well-being. Gender diverse participants were over four times more likely to have delayed any care and three times more likely to have foregone any care due to COVID-19 compared to cisgender participants. They were three times more likely to report any negative impact on their health and well-being because of delayed and foregone care. The COVID-19 pandemic affected the healthcare of people with disabilities, resulting in high rates of delayed care, foregone care, and negative impacts on well-being, including physical health, mental health, pain levels, and overall level of functioning. These effects were intensified for people with intersectional disability and marginalized gender identities. Access the full abstract and ordering information in REHABDATA.
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