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Training Program at Colonial Williamsburg Focuses on Guests with Cognitive Disabilities

Rich in its American history and architectural surroundings, Colonial Williamsburg is known as the nation’s largest, living history museum and one of the most popular tourist destinations in the country.  “Historic Interpreters” (attired men, women, and children portraying colonial-era leaders, tradesmen, slaves, and families) help breathe life into this 18th century town and treat visitors to an interactive and educational experience into the people and culture of early-America.


For guests with disabilities, the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation (CWF) has done much in the way of addressing accessibility and accommodations to ensure an enjoyable experience for all its guests.  Ramps, foldable wheelchairs, and wheelchair lifts (where available) allow greater access to sites.  Accommodations such as headsets with adjustable volume controls, rear-screen projection systems, and printed versions of the orientation film are available for persons with vision or hearing impairments.  Since 1990, guest-service training has placed a focus on interacting with guests with physical disabilities.


In recent years, however, the CWF began to take a closer look at growing segments of their current and potential audience and realized an increase in the number of visitors with cognitive disabilities.  These include hidden disabilities such as autism, traumatic brain injury, attention deficit disorder and learning disabilities. 


“We’ve always addressed accessibility from the perspective of compliance to the Americans with Disabilities Act, but haven’t really done anything that specifically dealt with cognitive disabilities,” said CWF Staffing Manager Ed Joyner. 


Joyner, who has partnered with the Department of Rehabilitative Services (DRS) for a number of years for hiring and recruitment needs, urged CWF’s Director of Interpretive Training Margot Crevieaux-Gevertz to contact Lisa Zahralddin, DRS Eastern Region Business Development Manager, to assist in the development of a customized training program for their historic interpreters to address the needs of guests with cognitive disabilities. 

 
“In raising awareness of this segment of our audience, we hope to encourage our historical interpreters to create meaningful and memorable experiences for guests with special needs and their families,” said Crevieaux-Gevertz.


Zahralddin worked extensively with Crevieaux-Gevertz on developing the training program/toolkit, and pulled in other community partners for additional resources since no other training model such as this existed in the area of travel and tourism.  Four training sessions were ultimately presented over a three-month period, the last of which ended in April.  Each training session drew as many as 100 attendees, including HR managers and department managers.  


The training program consisted of a PowerPoint presentation, open panel discussion, and several video clips.  Attendees were also given the opportunity to “experience” the challenges of persons with cognitive disabilities through simulated exercises. One of the exercises involved exposing the audience to multiple images and sounds on a large screen (e.g. cars driving by, horns honking, people chatting, etc.), while a person standing at the front of the screen delivered a brief presentation about Colonial Williamsburg.  At the end of the exercise, the audience was asked questions regarding the presentation; but due to all of the environmental distractions, a majority of the audience was unable to answer most of the questions correctly. 


“We are thrilled to provide this type of interactive training because it allowed staff to delve a little deeper and become more aware, more receptive and more responsive to this specific segment of our audience,” said Crevieaux-Gevertz. 


Over the course of the three-month training, the feedback and level of questioning for the panel remained supportive and positive.  In fact, plans for additional training's covering other disability populations have already spun off from this program. 


“This was a commendable initiative taken on by an employer as it reached beyond the requirements of the ADA,” said Zahralddin.  “By focusing on a ‘guest-centric’ approach to customer service, the CWF gained a better understanding of their audience’s needs, which in turn, will increase customer satisfaction and return visits.”

If your company is interested in developing customized training for your staff, please visit our DRS Business Service website at www.vdrs.org to find a DRS Business Development Manager serving your area.

Commissioner’s Corner


Happy Spring and welcome to the latest issue of Business Matters.  We hope you find this edition once again ‘chock full’ of information that will help you in your effort to run your business, and allow you to take advantage of the diverse talents of workers with disabilities.  


Virginia is fortunate to continue its lead for the second year in a row as the nation’s most business-friendly state, and the Department of Rehabilitative Services believes that a part of being business-friendly also involves being disability-friendly.  Over the years, DRS has played a vital role in shaping the landscape of how Virginia’s businesses hire and retain valuable workers.  By teaching employers to emphasize KNOWLEDGE and SKILL versus physical ability, DRS has helped numerous companies and organizations, of all shapes and sizes, bring qualified, motivated, reliable employees with disabilities into their workplace.  In addition, companies see DRS as a valuable partner and resource for disability awareness training and community partnership initiatives.  The Colonial Williamsburg article is an excellent example of the type of expertise and guidance that we can offer to your company.


Whether it’s inviting our staff to provide training for your HR leaders or your entire workforce, participating in our Workforce Networks (which bring together both the “supply” and the “demand” of matching businesses with qualified job candidates) or learning more about tax credits that can help your bottom line, DRS has proven to be a ready and willing partner.


I encourage you to take a minute to read our Spring newsletter, but more importantly, begin to build a worthwhile partnership with your local DRS office.

Best wishes,

Jim Rothrock

PAS in the Workplace


In the workplace, personal assistance services enable employees with disabilities to perform the duties of their job more effectively and efficiently.  Known as Workplace Personal Assistance Services (WPAS), these include work task-related assistance, such as the use of a reader when business documents are not available in electronic format, a sign language interpreter for company meetings or training's, and help lifting or reaching work-related items.  They also may include personal care-related assistance such as helping an employee access the restroom, eat or drink at work, or travel for business purposes.


It is important for employers to open dialogue with employees with disabilities about what kinds of accommodations they may need to help them do their job. For more information on WPAS and employer requirements regarding accommodations as specified under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), please visit the Job Accommodation Network website or download the PDF version of the WPAS guide.

The following questions can help employers determine effective accommodations options, including WPAS.

1. What limitations is the employee experiencing?

2. How do these limitations affect the employee and the employee’s job performance?

3. What specific job tasks are problematic as a result of these limitations?

4. What accommodations are available to reduce or eliminate these problems? 

5. Has the employee been consulted regarding possible accommodations?

6. Once accommodations are in place, would it be useful to meet with the employee to evaluate the effectiveness of the accommodations?

7. Do supervisory personnel and employees need training regarding Personal Assistance Services (WPAS), other disability areas, or the Americans with Disabilities Act?

Governor Kaine Announces Federal Approval to Provide Personal Assistance Services to Workers with Disabilities

Governor Kaine Announces Federal Approval to Provide Personal Assistance Services to Workers with Disabilities

Governor Timothy M. Kaine announced that Virginia has received approval from the federal Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services to expand services available to workers with disabilities who are enrolled in Virginia’s MEDICAID WORKS program.


“With the approval of this alternative benefits package, we can further extend opportunities for Virginians with disabilities to work and achieve greater self-reliance,” Governor Kaine said. “As we continue efforts in workforce development for the Commonwealth, it is important to include this often untapped pool of potential workers so that they, too, have access to meaningful career opportunities.”


In late 2007, the Virginia Department of Medical Assistance Services sought authorization to establish an “alternative benefits package” for program enrollees that will include personal assistance services, in addition to the standard health care services available through Medicaid.  Personal assistance services, sometimes called attendant care, provide individuals with disabilities non-medical support in the home or the workplace so that they may continue to live at home, maintain employment and participate in community activities.


“The addition of personal assistance services to the MEDICAID WORKS program will have a tremendous impact on enhancing the lives of people with significant disabilities,” said Jim Rothrock, Commissioner of the Virginia Department of Rehabilitative Services. “It not only gives people with disabilities greater choice in how to care for their needs both in the home and at work, but more importantly, prevents the entry into nursing facilities or other institutional settings unless absolutely necessary.” 

MEDICAID WORKS is Virginia’s Medicaid Buy-In program, a work incentive opportunity developed with funding from a federal Medicaid Infrastructure Grant.  Established in January 2007, this voluntary plan enables workers with disabilities to earn higher income and retain more in savings than is typically allowed by Medicaid while ensuring continued health care coverage. To learn more about MEDICAID WORKS, click here.
Succeeding at Work with Autism


Autism is the fastest growing developmental disability in the United States, with a 10-17% annual growth. As more Autistic adults enter the workforce, employers must focus on the strengths and abilities of these workers, as they have the potential to be the most productive members of the workplace. 


Monster.com, the number one website for job seekers, features a revealing article on Autistic adults in the workplace. The article describes how employees with Autism are likely to be more productive in the workplace than any other employee if given structure and an optimal work environment. To read the article, please click here.


The Autism Society of America-Oakland County Chapter has also developed the following video which features an employer’s perspective on hiring and working with a person with Autism. To watch the video, click here.

Counting on Workers with Disabilities


The Society for Human Resource Management’s (SHRM) April 2008 issue of HR MAGAZINE features a cover story titled “Counting on Workers with Disabilities.”  The article reports that as the U.S. population ages, the importance of employers embracing disability-friendly practices and work environments will continue to rise.  The article explores the current disability employment rate, the causes of the decline in disability employment, and the solutions for companies to diversify their workforce by hiring workers with disabilities.  To read the article, please click here.

Great Employees Think Outside the Box


The Oregon Business Leadership Network and the Oregon Business Plan developed a new 2 and 1/2 minute on-line video titled “Look at My Ability”. The video features brief testimonies from several Oregonians with disabilities who describe the work ethic and skills represented by this largely untapped labor pool. To view the video, click here.

Business Appreciation Week, May 11-17, 2008


Governor Kaine has recognized May 11-17, 2008 as Business Appreciation Week throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia. Coordinated by the Virginia Department of Business Assistance (VDBA), Business Appreciation Week is a time when the state and its localities gratefully acknowledge the contributions brought to the people of the Commonwealth by the business community. This years theme is “The State of Small Business.” Small businesses create over 60% of all new jobs in Virginia. For more information on the VDBA or Business Appreciation Week, click here.
DRS proudly recognize Virginia’s Disability-Friendly businesses who have contributed to the advancement of people with disabilities in the workplace and to the community.

Thank you for all your efforts!!
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