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SUMMARY REPORT

“LESSONS LEARNED” PROJECT FOR FLORIDA DIVISION OF VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION (DVR)-FLORIDA REHABILITATION COUNCIL (FRC) STATE PLAN PUBLIC MEETINGS
A. overview and PURPOSE
The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) requires that state VR agencies provide the public, including individuals with disabilities, an opportunity to comment on the policies and procedures governing vocational rehabilitation services under the state plan (CFR 361.20). To meet this requirement, one strategy consistently used by Florida Vocational Rehabilitation, as well as many other VR state agencies, is what is referred to as state plan public meetings.  A common challenge in hosting these meetings is the high cost compared to the low participation of VR customers, which results in few specific comments on the state plan.  

To address this issue, FL VR conducted a review of its state plan public meetings process, in an effort to become more effective and efficient in obtaining public comments.  The specific objectives of the review were: (a) to identify alternative formats for obtaining public input while meeting RSA’s public participation requirements, (b) improve customer input on the state plan, and (c) to improve customer attendance at public meetings.  Four major strategies were used to collect data for the project and are listed below.   Included in this report are the results from the review.
B. strategies used in project

Several key strategies were used to conduct the “lessons learned” project. They include:

1. Conducted headquarters meeting using WebEx to include Area key staff.  Eighteen headquarters and areas staff participated (Continuous Improvement Unit, June, 2011). 

2. Obtained clarification and insight from DVR’s Legal Section and Rehabilitation Services Administration (Campbell, July 2011). 
3. Obtained input from Florida Rehabilitation Council (FRC), (Schwendinger, August 2011 FRC Quarterly). 

4. Conducted a national inquiry of other states’ public participation practices (Campbell, January 2004 & November 2011).

C. results
During the spring of 2011, FL VR held two sessions each in four locations around the state. The Continuous Improvement Unit estimated costs for these public meetings and calculated the number of public meeting comments received.  Information in section D provides a summary of these estimates. It also provides information about the number of public comments received from the 2011 state plan public meetings.
D. Approximate VR AND FRC Public Meeting costs (2011-12 State plan)

	Cost for 81 employees’ hours worked (N=933 hours worked) 
	                           $21,367.24

	Travel cost
	    $4,838.02

	Cost for other expenses
	    $4,922.08

	TOTAL PUBLIC MEETING COST (Statewide)
	  $32,060.34

	
	

	Cost per customer/stakeholder attendee 
	         $604.91

	Total number of State Plan (SP) comments
	         100

	Total number of comments relating to the SP
	           59

	Cost per comment related to State Plan
	         $543.40


E. CLARIFICATION ON STATE PLAN MEETING REQUIRMENT
Clarification was sought from DVR’s Legal Section about federal and state public meeting requirements.  Clarification was also sought from the RSA about public participation requirements (34 CFR 361.20).  The results are as follows:

DVR LEGAL SECTION:

1. It is required to conduct meetings throughout the state when adoption or amendment of policies and procedures is under consideration. It is not required to hold public meetings on some schedule simply for the purpose of holding a meeting.  

2. Meetings could be conducted at physical sites around the state or through alternative formats such as solicitation of written comments through web, email, telephone, or videoconferencing, as long as reasonable public access is available.

3. The Division should consider the state’s geography for selecting sites for physical meetings.

4. Meetings should ensure participation of individuals with disabilities who are recipients of VR services or their representatives, personnel in programs that provide VR or Independent Living (IL) services, including Florida Independent Living Council, Centers for Independent Living, other partners, providers of services, Indian tribes and tribal organizations, Disability Rights Florida Director, and the Florida Rehabilitation Council.

5. On issues regarding the transition of students with disabilities from the receipt of educational services to the receipt of VR services, the meetings must assure the effective participation of education officials responsible for the public education of students with disabilities.  

6. Notice should be published in the Florida Administrative Weekly, but that isn’t sufficient as a practical matter.  Notice should also be published in newspapers of general circulation in the state.  Disability Rights Florida can be useful in disseminating meeting notice.  Notice should be provided giving adequate time for preparing to participate.

7. The Legal Section has not found an RSA policy directive, technical assistance circular, or information memorandum that addresses public comment.  The Legal Section indicates that the statute and regulations, seemingly by intent, allow for flexibility and for sound judgment in soliciting public comment.
REHABILITATION SERVICES ADMINISTRATION:

1. States are not required to conduct state plan public meetings every year just because they are developing and submitting their state plans. 
2. There is no standard for the number of meetings that must be held.  In deciding the number of meetings, consider the geography of the state (e.g., rural versus urban).

3. Examples of suggested criteria for deciding whether to conduct meetings include:  1) major policy changes; 2) changes in the designated state agency’s (DSA) structure that may move the VR program to another DSA; 3) major organizational changes within the DSA that may affect the VR program. 
4. Other strategies may be used to receive public input.  States are not limited to face-to-face meetings.  When selecting other strategies, consideration should be given to strategies that make things more accessible for individuals to provide input.  Two examples include videoconferencing and online options.

F. summary-florida rehabilitation COUNCIL (FRC) recommendations
Comments on the “Lessons Learned” project were collected during the August 2011 quarterly meeting.  There are common themes among FRC and other group recommendations collected.   The common themes include:  1) use all technology and host virtual meetings; 2) provide State Plan and all associated documents in plain language; 3) develop marketing materials as invitations, as opposed to sending out notices; 4) collect online comments year round; 5) improve marketing advertising strategies; 6) consistently clarify for customers the importance of their input.  For details, see the attached FRC recommendations collected during the August 2011 quarterly meeting.  
G. NATIONAL INQUIRY RESULTS

A national inquiry on this issue was conducted in 2004 and 16 states responded.  In 2011, a similar inquiry was conducted through the Evaluation Summit Workgroup and nine states responded.  Results from both inquiries indicated that low customer participation is a challenge for states.  In the 2011 inquiry, results show all respondents conduct face-to-face meetings, but also use alternative strategies for collecting public comment.  Several respondents partner with their SRCs and receive public comment during the SRC meetings.  Regardless of the methods used, participation ranges from 0-50 customers.  One year, a state had 150 individuals participate, but indicated this was a one time, special event held on an Indian reservation with transportation, lunch, and door prizes provided. For details, see attached National Inquiry Matrix. 
H. OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS

After reviewing the results and recommendations obtained from the key strategies and other activities used in this project, FL VR made the following recommendations to the FRC during the August 2011 Quarterly meeting: 
1. Discontinue hosting annual VR/FRC stand alone state plan public meetings as in the past, except when there are major policies or procedural changes to the program.

2. Explore options to host virtual state plan meetings across the state. 

3. Market and obtain state plan comments during FRC Public Forum sessions at each FRC quarterly meeting as a specific agenda item.  See attached proposed time table.

4. Market and commit to make available opportunities for electronic comments on the state plan year round (24 hours / 7 days / 365 days).  

5. For all stakeholders, provide a plain language version and a high level summary of the State Plan as options for review.  This will strengthen the chances that more stakeholders will review the plan and provide feedback.  

6. Seek and provide opportunities to obtain state plan comments during conferences and key meetings of partner organizations (e.g., the Family Café, Florida Rehabilitation Association) around the state where customers and other rehabilitation professionals may gather. 

7. Support the FRC’s efforts to add a letter to the Handbook of Services to encourage customer self-advocacy.

8. Evaluate the impact of making these changes to the process and report back to the FRC next year. 
PROPOSED STATE PLAN PUBLIC COMMENT TIMELINE

(Based on Federal Fiscal Year (FFY): October 1 – September 30)

	DATE
	ACTIVITY



	FFY 2011-2012
	

	October 2011
	Beginning of FFY

	November 2011
	Receive any comments on 2011-12 plan during FRC public forum

	December 2011
	Set up online process for state plan comments (24/7/365)*

	January 2012
	Continue open comment period for 2011-12 plan

	February 2012
	· Receive comments on 2011-12 state plan during FRC public forum 

· Continue open comment period for 2011-12 plan 

· Begin development of 2012-13 draft State Plan and Division’s 3-Year Strategic Plan

	March 2012
	Develop draft 2012-2013 State Plan

	April 2012
	Continue drafting 2012-2013 State Plan

	May 2012
	· Public and stakeholder comments on draft 2012-2013 State Plan or current plan (2011-2012)

· Conduct FRC State Plan Workshop

	June 2012
	Finalize and submit State Plan to Commissioner of Education for signature. 

	July 2012
	Submit final State Plan to RSA by 7/1/11

	August 2012
	Receive comments 2011-12 or approved 2012-13 state plans during FRC public forum

	September 2012
	Receive comments on 2011-12 or approved 2012-13 state plans

	FFY 2012-2013
	

	October 2012
	Begin new fiscal year and receive comments on 2012-13 state plan

	November 2012
	Receive any comments on 2012-13 state plan during FRC public forum

	December 2012
	Continue comment period on 2012-2013 state plan (continue cycle)


*Note: Comment process available electronically 24/7/365 on current DVR State Plan. 
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	NATIONAL INQUIRY-SUMMARY REPORT OF PUBLIC PARTICIPATION PRACTICES

	STATE
	PRIMARY STRATEGY USED TO MEET PUBLIC MEETING REQUIREMENT (CFR 361.20)
	OUTREACH OR ADVERTISING STRATEGIES USED
	NUMBER AND FREQUENCY OF MEETINGS 
	AVERAGE ATTENDANCE-CONSUMERS 
	REASONS FOR LOW TURNOUT &    STRATEGIES USED TO IMPROVE LOW TURNOUT
	ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES USED TO GET PUBLIC INPUT 

	Delaware (G)
	Conduct public meetings. Only 3 counties in state. Situation similar to yours [FL's]-have low turnout.
	Advertise through consumer runned advocacy organizations. Post flyers in VR and CRP offices. Post on the state of Delaware's website. Advertise in newspaper.
	2 public meetings held.
	2 consumers and others from advocacy groups.
	Reasons for low turnout:  State's experience-turnout affected by level of satisfaction. Presume consumers more satisfied. Turnout also affected by major policy changes. Years ago, when there was more dissatisfaction, we got participation. Got a little more participation when amending plan to implement Order of Selection (OOS) in 2008. Currently no wait list, individuals in Category 3 come right off now.  Even OOS isn't an issue.  Strategies: None suggested. 
	Take written responses up to a certain timeframe.

	Florida (G)
	Conduct public meetings across state.
	Post on websites. Post in state required weekly. Newspapers ads.  PSAs, radio spots. Post flyers and posters in strategic locations. Counselors inform customers during planning period. SRC members, Advocacy Center, CRPs, and other agency partners also assist in getting word out.
	3-4 locations, 2 sessions each throughout state annually.
	8-10 consumers total.
	Reasons for low turnout: Customers work schedules. Transportation may be issue. Unless there is a major policy change, turnout is inconsistent and low.  Meetings may be a bit bureaucratic.  Strategies: Host meetings at various times of day.  Placed info in Handbook of Services.  Get help from SRC, CRPs, partner agencies with advertising. 
	Use dedicated email address (vrplan@vr.fldoe.org), have links on internal and external websites to receive comments, make available fax, and 1(800) line.

	Kentucky (G)
	Conduct public forums.
	Press Releases (media chooses whether to release), agency website, Facebook page, previously tried mailings. This year, will try email blast.
	3-4 public forums throughout state; in the Fall
	5-15 per meeting
	Reasons for low turnout: Marketing, transportation, no perks/refreshments/compensation.  Strategies: None suggested.
	Administer online survey (using Surveymonkey.com, webinar, and present at parent-professional conferences.


	

	STATE
	PRIMARY STRATEGY USED TO MEET PUBLIC MEETING REQUIREMENT (CFR 361.20)
	OUTREACH OR ADVERTISING STRATEGIES USED
	NUMBER AND FREQUENCY OF MEETINGS 
	AVERAGE ATTENDANCE-CONSUMERS 
	REASONS FOR LOW TURNOUT &    STRATEGIES USED TO IMPROVE LOW TURNOUT
	ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES USED TO GET PUBLIC INPUT 

	New Hampshire (G)
	Conduct public meetings around the state.
	Send invitation letters to every active customer (status 10 and above). Send flyers to various organizations and agencies in state who work with or advocate for IWDs. List meetings as a public notice in statewide paper and in Concord Monitor. Send notice as a press release and a PSA to print and broadcast media. Send notice on listservs. Post the announcement in each office and encourage staff to personally invite customers and community partners.  SRC shares the message with interested parties.
	6 public meetings per year for the past decade. Have experimented with different configurations, e.g. times of the day/evenings and three in Spring and three in Fall.
	Ranges from 0-24 at a site. It varies from year to year. The average is about 6-8 per location. Input via phone, email and letter ranges from 8-10 people.  
	Reasons for low turnout: a) Time of day/night of the meeting; b) customers don't understand the purpose of the meeting; c) Meeting does not have any direct relevance (at least in their eyes) to their getting and keeping a job; d) Travel is difficult; e) It's just another meeting to attend. In addition to low customer turnout, NH experiences low agency turnout.  Reasons given for low agency turnout were the same as for consumers. Strategies: a) Held meetings in different locations and times of day; b) Tried different wording in the invitation letters and announcements about the purpose of the meetings to encourage participation; and, c) administered an online survey.
	Offer opportunities for individuals to comment via phone, fax, email or letter. Last year, added an online survey using Survey Monkey.  Ninety (90) responses received via online survey.

	Pennsylvania (G)
	Schedule public meetings in all 16 district offices.
	Post ads in newspapers covering each district office. Counselors inform customers at the end of any scheduled appointments. Post in CareerLinks.
	1-4 meetings annually, per district in mid March to mid April.
	7 consumers on average.
	Reasons for low turnout: some do not have transportation. Others are too busy.  Strategies: None suggested.
	WebEx

	South Dakota (G)
	Conduct meetings in conjunction with other events (training conferences or blind organization state conventions). Partner with the local 121 program to host meetings on Indian reservation and to generate attendance.
	Advertise in newspapers. Letters sent to all consumers. Post on our website.  Communicate with key stakeholders.
	2 face-to-face meetings;   1 Video- conference each year (Usually).
	2-3 people; 150  people 2 years ago. (Note: Meeting with 150 attendees was a public meeting on Indian reservation with perks).
	Reason for low turnout: Low turnout is a result of only advertising, without employing additional strategies.  Strategies: No strategies suggested.
	Use videoconference format every year- this gives people a chance to participate without them having to travel a great distance.  Meeting on reservation: Found sponsor to provide lunch.  The 121 program Director paid transportation with gas voucher and offered propane heating fuel voucher as door prize.


	STATE
	PRIMARY STRATEGY USED TO MEET PUBLIC MEETING REQUIREMENT (CFR 361.20)
	OUTREACH OR ADVERTISING STRATEGIES USED
	NUMBER AND FREQUENCY OF MEETINGS 
	AVERAGE ATTENDANCE-CONSUMERS 
	REASONS FOR LOW TURNOUT &    STRATEGIES USED TO IMPROVE LOW TURNOUT
	ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES USED TO GET PUBLIC INPUT 

	Virginia (Blind)
	Conduct meetings in conjunction with statewide or monthly meetings. Conducts one meeting at Rehabilitation Center. 
	Post meetings on State Town Hall and at local offices; send notices via e-mail to consumer advocacy groups; send notices through a mass mailing to current consumers of services.
	4 - 6 meetings annually in addition to having public comment periods during quarterly SRC meetings.
	5 -50 ; depending on location (rural or metro area)
	Reason for low turnout: None suggested. Strategies: Hold meetings in conjunction with other public forums where consumers are already gathered. Strategy has significantly increased consumer and other stakeholder participation.
	Attempted using conference calling technology.

	Washington (G)
	Conduct public meetings across state.
	Publish all proposed state plan updates on website well in advance of meeting. Widely publicized, posting with date & locations of meetings. Use standard mailing of flyers to send to stakeholder list.  Publish meeting days in organization's newsletter.  Note: Don't think mailings and newsletter strategies draw as many as attendees as the website and SRC's efforts).
	3 - 4 locations across state.
	10-20 participants per meeting. Get about 10-20 online comments as well.
	Reasons for low turnout: None suggested.  Strategies: SRC officially co-sponsors meetings and conducts a lot of outreach to publicize the meetings. These two things seemed to help most with the turnout we get now.
	Accepts online comments as well.

	Wisconsin (G)
	Conduct public meetings annually.  One meeting is held at same location and time as an annual CRP conference. Other mmetings are held during SRC meetings. These are announced and anyone can attend.
	Public notices are posted in newspapers.
	At least 2 meetings annually and 4 SRC meetings
	0-20 depending on location. SRC meetings have larger turnout. 0-5 at CRP meetings.
	Reasons for low turnout: Not sure why low turnout. Strategies: None suggested.
	Present plan to stakeholder groups and SRC for input. Publish SRC email, phone, and fax in annual report along with invitation to offer comment.  Read comments obtained outside of SRC meetings during next SRC meeting as a part of record.
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