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To: Sunset Advisory Commission

Subject: Comments on the DARS Staff Report

To:  Sunset Commission

From: American Foundation for the Blind Center on Vision Loss

Date: June 6, 2014

The Sunset Commission Staff report on DARS released in May 2014 includes two issues which we very strongly
oppose.

Issue 1 Sunset recommendation - The Separation between DARS' Divisions for Blind Services and Rehabilitation
Services Causes Unnecessary Duplication and Impedes Access to Service.

We know you are aware of how critically important specialized services, such as: vision rehabilitation teaching,
orientation and mobility training, braille training, employer relationship development, and access technology
training are to the successful rehabilitation of people who are blind or visually impaired. For specialized services to
be truly effective, administration and management must have a clear understanding and be strongly supportive of
the rehabilitation needs so critical for employment and independent living for Texans with vision loss.

This recommendation to merge the Division for Blind Services administration and management with the Division
for Rehabilitation Services will weaken specialized services.
« Although blindness is a low incidence disability, there is a need for extensive and ongoing specific
training to provide specific rehabilitation services that will match this population's needs. Managers
need to be able to supervise the quality of the services and monitor that they reflect best practice. It is

important to have leadership and administrative support from people who are informed and trained on
the needs of people who are blind or visually impaired.

¢ Individuals with vision loss often require more comprehensive rehabilitation services to generate a successful
employment outcome. Blind consumers might be overlooked in favor of less intensive non-blindness related
cases if their services are merged into a more generic vocational rehabilitation system. There will be an
incentive to get faster results to meet rehabilitation goals by serving those without longer term specialized
training needs, such as orientation and mobility and instruction in access technology.
e There is current data to support separate structures: The primary conclusions of Mississippi State University
2010 research on the outcomes of separate blindness-specific versus combined agencies is highlighted below:
Consumer Outcomes - "....Separate agencies, compared with General/Combined agencies, close a higher
percentage of consumers in employment in integrated settings and in self-employment."
Competitive Employment- "....Separate agencies, compared with General/Combined agencies, close a higher
percentage of consumers in competitive employment..."

e Attitudes towards blindness and adjustment to blindness by consumers dramatically influence the need for
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Help Us Strengthen Specialized
Services for People with Vision Loss

Vision loss is a growing health concern in the United States. There are currently

over 21 million Americans living with vision loss, and that number is on the rise.

Because of medical advancements, children born prematurely or with

multiple disabilities are surviving in greater numbers, and many are blind or
visually impaired. People are also living longer than ever
before, and developing conditions such as age-related
macular degeneration or glaucoma. In your lifetime, it is very
likely that you or someone you love will become blind or
severely visually impaired.

Even with a population this large, we remain a “seeing”
society, with few allowances made for the unique needs of
people who cannot see well or at all. Myths and stereotypes
abound when people think about blindness. It is one of the
most feared and misunderstood disabilities.

What does it mean to be blind or to experience vision loss?

' If you're like most people, you can’t imagine how you would
function in daily life if you lost your sight. You would learn very quickly that
most information is perceived visually. Imagine all the things you are used to
doing every day—preparing for work in the morning, reading the newspaper,
riding the train or bus—then imagine doing them without being able to see.
Orimagine being a parent of a child who is blind—how would you teach your
child the skills he or she would need to grow to be a productive adult?
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Coping with vision loss can feel overwhelming at first, but when armed with the
right knowledge and skills, people with vision problems can face the future with
confidence. People with vision loss learn necessary and life-changing skills
thanks to specialized services that teach them the ways to maximize their fullest
potential. These are designed to help people who are blind or visually impaired
seek employment, attain a proper education, and assist older adults with the
adjustment to life with vision loss. Such services include teaching individuals:

* How to use both assistive as well as mainstream technology at home, at
school, or in the workplace

* How to use non-visual techniques and assistive devices to maintain
independence, read and write braille, and move about safely with a
white cane or dog guide

* How to secure employment

These skills are best taught by vision professionals who are trained to teach
people to adapt to the challenges posed by blindness or visual impairment.
With the assistance of trained vision professionals, people who are blind or
visually impaired learn effective solutions to the challenges brought about by
vision loss. Specific skills must be taught and practiced frequently—whether
it's using a long white cane correctly or reading and writing braille.

Be an advocate! For people who lose their vision, specialized services are

the key to regaining independence. Remember, blindness can affect every one
of us. If you are the parent of a blind child, or the family member of an older
person who is losing their sight, you want your loved one to lead a life of
independence, productivity, and dignity. Specialized services are an important
step toward that life.

For more information, visit:
www.afh.org/specializedservices
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Specialized Services for
Older Adults Losing Their Sight

Who Is at Risk?

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), vision
Impairment is a serious public health concern among older adults.
' The likelihood of vision loss increases rapidly with age,
particularly among those 75 and older (Prevent Blindness
America, 2008). Further studies indicate vision loss is
associated with chronic health conditions and compromised
quality of life, due to depression, social isolation, and
decreased capacity to engage in normal everyday activities.

What Do Older Persons with

Vision Loss Need?

According to the CDC, older adults need to be educated

about the importance of vision health and eye exams.

Many eye conditions, such as glaucoma or diabetes,
demand ongoing treatment. Those living with vision loss, even if undergoing
treatment for conditions such as macular degeneration, need to learn about
the services that can help them continue to perform everyday tasks as well
as maintain quality of life. Most older adults and their families are unaware
that vision rehabilitation services are available.
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Vision rehabilitation services include:
e Communication skills, such as reading, writing, and using a computer

* Independent living skills, such as personal self-care, home modifications,
leisure activities, using a telephone, and financial management

e Orientation and mobility (i.e., getting around indoors and outdoors safely,
and using transportation)

* Low vision evaluation and training with low vision devices, such as handheld
and video magnifiers, lighting, and telescopes

e Counseling to help you and your family members adjust to vision loss

Where Can a Person Obtain These Services?

Through state rehabilitation and private agencies, and private practitioners with
licensure and certifications. Such professionals include trained orientation and
mobility specialists, vision rehabilitation therapists, certified low vision
therapists, and occupational therapists with low vision training. Instruction

and counseling take place at an agency or in the person’s home, although some
can take place at a medical clinic or hospital.

What Are the Challenges Facing These
Specialized Services?

The increase in the senior population is quickly outnumbering the availability of
trained professionals. Federal, state, and local funding is inadequate for service
delivery, and Medicare does not cover all specialized service professionals.
Assistive technology and low vision devices are not consistently covered by
funding sources, including insurance and Medicare.
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Legislation for Services

Title VII, Chapter 2 of the Rehabilitation Act provides limited funding for a
nationwide service delivery program for older persons with vision loss.

The program is administered through state vocational rehabilitation services
agencies. However, there simply is not enough funding, and most states have
waiting lists. (Further information can be found on the Rehabilitation Services
Administration website.)

What Can You Do to Help Older Adults with

Visual Impairments?
e Support funding that preserves specialized services provided by agencies

that serve people who are blind or visually impaired.

* Ensure that older citizens who are blind or visually impaired receive
vision-related services from specially trained professionals, whether at home,
at an agency, or at a health care facility.

e Support sufficient funding for university-level programs in rehabilitation
teaching, orientation and mobility, and low vision services to ensure adequate
numbers of specially trained professionals.

Support Specialized Services

Remember, vision loss can affect every one of us. And every one of us
deserves to lead a life of independence and dignity. Specialized services are
a vital step toward that life.

For more information, visit:
www.afh.org/specializedservices
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Specialized Services to Enhance
Employment Opportunities for
People Who Are Visually Impaired

Who Needs Specialized Employment Services?

For a working-age adult seeking meaningful employment, blindness or
low vision can be a major obstacle—but it doesn't have to be.

Specialized services that provide specific employment-related skills make a

critical difference in the ability of an adult who is blind or visually impaired to
compete successfully for a job, remain employed, and ad-
vance in the workplace.

What specialized services do
working-age adults with visual

impairments need?

Specialized employment services teach individuals who

are blind or visually impaired how to access print material

or information on a computer monitor, use accessible
mainstream technology, safely navigate around a workplace,
use public transportation to get to and from work, and
perform tasks associated with their job responsibilities.

People who are blind or visually impaired acquire the skills
necessary for
successful employment from specially trained rehabilitation professionals.
These specialists may include rehabilitation counselors, teachers, and
therapists; orientation and mobility specialists; low-vision specialists; and
assistive technology experts who can address specifics related to vision loss
and navigating the employment process.
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The services these specialists provide include:

* Independent living skills—using both mainstream and specialized devices and
techniques for self-management at home and at work

e Communication skills—using computer equipment, such as a screen reader,
to access information on computers or in print, and using braille and other
methods to take notes and maintain files

» Mobility skills—using specific orientation and mobility techniques, long white
canes, and other mobility tools for safe and independent travel

* Low-vision services—using special low-vision optical and adaptive devices
that maximize effective use of remaining vision

Where and how are specialized employment

services provided?

State vocational rehabilitation agencies and private organizations have been
established to counsel people who are visually impaired and to teach the skills
needed to compete in the workplace. Unfortunately, in some states, people who
are blind or visually impaired only have access to general rehabilitation agencies
intended for people with a variety of disabilities. In these cases, specialized
services for people with visual impairments are frequently unavailable or are
insufficient. General rehabilitation agencies simply do not provide the quality of
service needed for people with vision loss to be successful in employment
situations, highlighting the need for separate vocational rehabilitation agencies
for people who are blind or visually impaired in every state.

Specialized employment services provide a wide range of training and job
development options. This affords people who are blind or visually impaired the
opportunity to make informed choices regarding their career goals, the type and
location of vocational training they seek, and the equipment they might need for
successful employment. These options include:

* Training and placement in “mainstream” employment settings
* Specialized employment provided by organizations serving people who are blind

* Training and ownership of independently operated retail and vending facilities in
private and government offices
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What are the challenges facing specialized

employment services?

To cut costs, more and more states are threatening to dissolve, or already have
dissolved, their separate agencies for people who are blind or visually impaired.
This short-term budget decision results in a “one-size-fits-all” approach to
employment services that overlooks or ignores the proven benefits of specialized
programs and services for people with vision loss. Although all-purpose disability
and health service organizations claim to serve blind people as successfully as
blindness agencies, too many people with visual impairments slip through the
cracks when they don't have access to specialized services.

Specialized employment programs operated by blindness organizations have
also been criticized as a vocational alternative. Ending these programs would
deny consumers a right as assured by the U.S. Congress in the Rehabilitation
Act of 1973) as amended 34 CFR 361.52, The State Vocational Rehabilitation
Services Program; Final Rule).

Specialized services that provide assistive technology, such as computers with
speech or braille output and large print displays, are consistently underfunded,
yet these services clearly provide a positive impact on employment for those
with vision loss.

What can you do to protect specialized employment services?

 Support funding for separate state or private rehabilitation agencies for
people who are blind or visually impaired in your state.

* Provide sufficient funding for university-level programs in rehabilitation
teaching, orientation and mobility, and low-vision services to ensure
adequate numbers of specially trained professionals.

 Ensure adequate funding for both assistive and mainstream (e.g., iPad)
technology and training.

* Support specialized employment programs operated by blindness organizations
for people with vision loss who are not interested in or do not have access to
“mainstream” employment settings.

e [f you're a business owner, consider hiring a qualified candidate who is blind
or visually impaired.

For more information, visit:
www.afb.org/specializedservices
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specialized services from rehabilitation professionals with in-depth knowledge and skills in blindness related
issues. Distinctive needs of the population with vision loss will get overlooked in a larger administrative
structure meeting more generalized needs.

o Often, specialized services are more costly and take longer because of the in-depth training required. We are
concerned that management may not understand the importance and necessity of sufficient time and
resources to achieve a successful rehabilitation outcome.

Issue 3 Sunset recommendation- DARS Offers Many Independent Living Services Consumers Could Easily Access
Through Local Centers for Independent Living.
This recommendation might work for DRS consumers, but it WILL NOT work for the older individuals who are blind
served by the Division for Blind Services. The services offered by the ILC, such as: advocacy, philosophy of
independent living and financial management do not even begin to scratch the surface of the services needed by
older individuals who are blind. They need to be taught by specially trained professionals the skills they need to
live safely in their own home, performing tasks such as cooking, identifying and managing medication; reading mail
with access technology; identifying clothing and money; traveling safely and communicating with others through
the use of technology. Currently these services are provided in the individual’s home because they don’t have the
ability to travel independently to a facility. We are not aware of any ILC in the state of Texas that is equipped to
meet the needs of the older blind population. There is a specific federal funding stream to serve older individuals
who are blind through designated state units which should stay with the Division for Blind Services.
e The number of seniors who are visually impaired is growing exponentially and services need to expand, not
become more limited.
e Specific assistance to function with vision loss is critical for the increasing number of seniors who lose
vision as they age.
e The Texas Silver Haired Legislature called for expanding funding and staffing for the older blind program as one
of their top priorities.
e The need is growing - as of April, DBS exceeded the number of people served through the whole of last year
already - their numbers are up by 25%.
e There aren't readily available independent living centers locally in all parts of the state. Their catchment areas
are enormous and transportation to these centers is a real barrier.
e There is limited expertise available at the centers to assist people who are blind or visually impaired.
e There is a need for specialized assistance in the home (not at a center) for many newly blinded Texans who
need training in independent living skills and orientation and mobility to remain safely at home.
e Services for older blind people are even more critical because Medicare does not generally cover vision
rehabilitation services.

Sincerely,

Judy Scott Neva Fairchild

Director National Independent
Center on Vision Loss and Web Programs Living Associate

Direct Line: 469-522-1802 Direct Line: 214-438-5316
Email: jscott@afb.net Email: neva@afb.net

The American Foundation for the Blind (AFB) is a national nonprofit that expands possibilities for people with vision
loss. AFB's priorities include broadening access to technology; elevating the quality of information and tools for the
professionals who serve people with vision loss; and promoting independent and healthy living for people with
vision loss by providing them and their families with relevant and timely resources. AFB is also proud to house the
Helen Keller Archives and honor the more than forty years that Helen Keller worked tirelessly with AFB. For more
information visit us online at www.afb.org/cvl.
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