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Vocational Rehabilitation Council 

May 8 - 9, 2014 

Disability Rights Montana--Helena 

Members present: Rick Heitz, Jim Marks, Dale Mahugh, Mike DesRosier, Quentin Schroeter, Lois 
McAlravy, Amy Capolupo, Robin Johnson, Tom Osborn (Thursday), Frank Podobnik (Thursday), 
Anna Gibbs, Chanda Hermanson, Linda Zermeno, Mike Woods 

Members absent: Shaunda Albert, Mona Amundson, Prairie Bighorn, Char Harasymczuk, Rosalie 
Hollimon, Michelle Pickell, John Senn, Robin Haux 

Staff and visitors present: Peggy Williams, Barb Varnum, Mike Hermanson, Shawn Tulloch 
(Thursday), Beverly Berg, Mary Taylor, Bill Schwartz (Salish Kootenai), Pat Sanders (Friday), Connie 
Phelps (Thursday) 

Thursday, January 16 
Rick Heitz called the meeting to order. The January meeting minutes were approved, and there was no 
public comment. 

Information from Washington, DC—Rick Heitz 
Rick recently attended three conferences in Washington, DC:  National Coalition of State 
Rehabilitation Councils, Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation, and National 
Council of State Administrators for the Blind.  In addition, he met with the staff of Senator Tester and 
Senator Walsh. The big issue on everyone’s mind was the reauthorization of the Workforce 
Investment Act, of which the Rehabilitation Act is Title IV.  Advocates for the program have identified 
three areas that need to be addressed in the Senate version: 

(1) The VR program should stay with the Department of Education and not be moved to the 

Department of Labor.
 

(2) The standards for qualified rehabilitation counselors should not be loosened. 
(3) The new section on subminimum wage for people with disabilities should be changed to 

discourage subminimum wages. 
VR needs to do things differently than in the past.  VR needs to stress business relationships,  follow up 
more with businesses after placement, and recognize businesses that place people.  VR also needs to 
bring in technology. VR is a lifelong placement, not just an immediate hire.  Rick talked about a 
booklet that Guam had put together with pictures of successful placements.  This would be great to 
show new clients and prospective employers.   

At the NCSRC meeting, there was a lot of talk about the state plan and the Council’s role in helping 
develop it. Mike Hermanson talks to the Council at two meetings per year about the recommendations 
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the Council wants to make for both the state plan and for the governor’s report.  In addition, the 
Council helps with the goals of the strategic plan which is part of the state plan. 

Rick discussed at what age VR should contact students with disabilities.  The age varies in different 
states, and different activities are encouraged at different ages.  In Montana the IEP team must invite 
outside agencies when appropriate.  So there is a need to educate school folks on VR eligibility. 

VR Update—Jim Marks 
Jim stated that the Senate reauthorization bill would probably pass the Senate within about three weeks.  
Advocates are concerned that the proposed loosening of requirements for rehabilitation counselors 
would “dumb down” the profession.   

Jim also mentioned audit problems in neighboring states, some of which were politically motivated.  
Utah was recently audited on high cost VR cases, and may need to go into order of selection.  In 
Colorado, auditors looked at 2,000 cases of which 98% had violations.  Some of the violations were 
large—a client who had been with VR for 32 years, costing $250,000, because he went to medical 
school, but failed the medical test. Someone has introduced a bill in the Colorado legislature to 
eliminate the VR program. 

We need to tell the VR story. The VR program has a lot of latitude—it is not rigid.  The trend in VR is 
moving more to services for people with the most significant disabilities.  This is a federal requirement 
for order of selection: if a state does not have enough money to serve all people, it must prioritize the 
people, with the most significantly disabled people being served first. 

On the state side, Michelle Thibodeau, bureau chief of the Disability Determination Bureau, retired 
after 22 years. The executive planning process (where the governor determines how much money to 
ask the legislature for) is underway.  Our division submitted 17 items for consideration including 
funding to get out of order of selection; provider rate increases; additional funds for extended 
employment, older blind, independent living, and transitions.  We will know more at the end of the 
summer.  The governor’s final budget is due in  December. 

Montana Telecommunications Access Program (MTAP)—Connie Phelps 
MTAP serves people who have trouble using a regular phone.  It has two parts—the relay and 
equipment.  The relay helps people who can’t hear or who can’t speak communicate on the phone with 
people who have regular phones.  For example, the person with a TTY can dial 711 to reach a 
communication assistant who will then voice what the TTY person types.  The equipment part of the 
program provides adaptive telephone equipment for people who need it.  This equipment includes 
TTYs, amplified phones (the most distributed piece of equipment), light flashers for people who can’t 
tell when their phone is ringing, and equipment for people with mobility issues who can’t hold a phone.  
Connie also demonstrated a captioned telephone, which would be used by someone who could speak 
but not hear. The captioned phone can print out captions for the person to see, and then he can use his 
own voice to talk. 
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VR Reports submitted to the Feds—Peggy Williams 
State VR agencies are required to share copies of all federal reports that they submit with their council.  
Peggy went over the reports that were submitted for FY 2013. 

Independent Living—Tom Osborn 
Tom talked about the services that the four Centers for Independent Living (CILs) offer.  They serve all 
disabilities and all ages. They are funded by federal grants and state funding.  In addition to individual 
services, they do system advocacy—with a philosophy of fixing societal barriers, not the people with 
disabilities. Some of the issues they are working on are:  moving away from sheltered employment, 
moving people from institutions to the community (Money Follows the Person), transportation 
(Montana Independent Living  Project has coordinated an accessible taxi service), getting 
legislation passed to allow people with disabilities to use golf carts on the streets.  Their top three 
priorities are housing, transportation and employment. 

Update on Deaf Issues—Shawn Tulloch 
Shawn is the state coordinator for the deaf.  She works out of the Bozeman office, and meets quarterly 
with VR counselors who have deaf clients on their caseload (12 counselors).  She also maintains the 
qualified sign language interpreter list, which is on the website.   

State Plan (Council Recommendations), Consumer Satisfaction Survey, Strategic Plan, Public 
Hearing—Mike  Hermanson 
Consumer satisfaction survey—Mike went over the results of the 2013 Consumer Satisfaction Survey.  
All consumers who received services under a plan were surveyed, and the results are a little down from 
last year, but there is not a consistent downward trend.  1811 surveys were sent out (and not returned as 
undeliverable), and 308 were returned. Mike broke out the results by (1) Vocational Rehabilitation, (2) 
Blind Services; and (3) Total. The results from the blind program went up from last year, but only 35 
surveys were returned, so the results may not be statistically significant.   

Town hall meeting—Mike showed the comments from the town hall meeting (previously called public 
hearing). VRBS will respond to each of the items, and Mike will send out the summary.  He asked that 
if anyone had a response, we could discuss it further tomorrow (comments included doing cultural 
training). 

Strategic plan—Mike went over the strategic plan quarterly update for the first two quarters of 2014. 

Response to council recommendations—Mike reviewed the Council recommendations from the 
Governor’s Report. These will also be used for the 2015 state plan.  The Council addressed some of 
these during this meeting (networking, transportation) 
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Friday, May 9 

Update on Transportation Initiatives (goal in Governor’s Report)—Pat Sanders 
Pat talked about public transportation in Montana.  The larger Montana communities all have 
Transportation Advisory Committees, and Pat would like to see more people attend.  Some of the 
TACs allow people to call in. The IL centers are active on the TACs.  Montana Independent Living 
Project in Helena is working to get an accessible taxi and also trying to get expanded hours.  Butte is 
working with the taxi company, trying to coordinate the bus system and taxi.  Five communities have a 
Memorandum of Understanding between transit providers and VR, so that clients can ride the bus, and 
the transit provider can use the money as local match for grants. 

Blind and Low Vision Update—Beverly Berg 
Beverly talked about the “other Blind/Low Vision programs”—visual medical and older blind.  Visual 
medical helps provide the cost of treatment to restore or maintain vision.  It is basically a bill paying 
program, and because the budget is only $87,000 per year, the money runs out quickly.  The older blind 
program serves people who are 55 and older.  Services offered include low vision evaluations, assistive 
technology, canes, orientation and mobility instruction, and instruction on activities (including hobbies) 
around the home.   

Field Services Update—Barb Varnum 
Order of Selection—Barb stated that VR is now in order of selection.  We have three priority areas: (1) 
most significantly disabled; (2) significantly disabled; and (3) disabled.  Category 3, disabled, has been 
closed which means that the new people in this category go on a waiting list.  The order of selection 
(waiting list) started on March 17, and 47 people are currently waiting for services.  Things are going 
smoothly, and clients understand the concept of the waiting list.  For the Governor’s budget, VRBS did 
ask that more money be added to the program to address the waiting list. 

Strengthening Networking (goal in Governor’s Report)—Barb discussed the agencies that we currently 
network with and asked the Council for a recommendation of which ones to concentrate on this year.  
Some of our current partners are the Developmental Disabilities Program (Project Search—working 
with the Bozeman hospital to serve 8 clients with joint funding starting this fall; State Employment 
Leadership Network—Working on getting clients out of sheltered workshops and into community 
employment); mental health, MonTech (training); tribal VR, IL centers, job service, Veterans 
Administration, drug courts, business.  The Council decided to concentrate on developmental 
disabilities and business. Discussion on businesses included working with Chambers of Commerce 
(maybe newsletter blurbs), looking at statewide trade organizations like retail and hospitality, 
presenting at SHRM luncheons (Dale can get us contact information for most communities across the 
state), job fairs (perhaps a presentation on disability etiquette), Business Leadership Network (ran out 
of time and money in Montana). VRBS will come back to the Council with an implementation plan. 

The meeting was adjourned. 
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Next meeting September 18-19 in Great Falls 
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