An employment-based interview with Frank Berry the commissioner of the Department of Behavioral Health and Developmental Disabilities (DBHDD):

What are your visions and priorities for DBHDD as it relates to people with developmental disabilities? 

We want people with developmental disabilities to have a choice of services and providers that fit their individual needs and preferences, so they can live as independently as possible in homes and communities that are their own. Our priority right now is to help our growing provider network understand and carry out individual service plans.

What are your thoughts about leadership for the Division of Developmental Disabilities given all of the changes that have occurred lately?

We’re building a leadership team for the Division that will engage the people we serve, their families and their providers as full partners in our ongoing system change. That’s the only way we’ll be successful. 

What is the current status of implementation on the Department of Justice agreement as it relates to people with developmental disabilities? Are you pleased with the progress of the transitions? Going forward, will there be more emphasis on transitioning people to living arrangements other than group homes, as recommended in the settlement?

We just finished the second year under the settlement agreement in July. We’re meeting our commitments to serve more people with developmental disabilities in the most integrated setting appropriate to their needs. In many cases, we’re exceeding those goals. Often people focus on how many people we’re moving from hospital care to community settings, and that’s important, but the number of individuals and families we’re helping stay at home with the right supports is just as significant. It is important to look at quality and not just numbers.

We’re proud of the progress we’ve made, but we also know there are areas where we need to improve. We’re most concerned that some individuals with developmental disabilities didn’t receive adequate support from our contracted providers, so we’re working with them to correct those shortcomings and improve monitoring, compliance and quality management.

The types of living arrangements individuals choose will continue to be driven first by their preferences and needs. At the same time, we have an over-abundance of some living arrangements and a lack in others, so that’s something we’ve got to rebalance in conjunction with our providers.

What services and supports does DBHDD offer to help people with developmental disabilities who want to go to work?

The Division of Developmental Disabilities administers a Medicaid waiver service for individuals who want to find integrated and competitive employment. It’s designed to help people with job development, job training and job retention.

How can the Department improve efforts to assist people with developmental disabilities who want to go to work? How can you cultivate more supported employment providers in the field?

We continue to advocate for and promote integrated employment to the public and business communities, so more job opportunities are available. Currently, we’re sponsoring Customized Employment Training throughout the State. These are two-day sessions that educate and demonstrate best practices for providers and support staff of supported employment services.

Are there any policy changes that the Department should consider to improve access to employment for people with developmental disabilities? Can you, for example, consider changes to the waiver that will incentivize more individualized work arrangements rather than pre-employment as a service?

As of October 1, DBHDD will be a member of the State Employment Leadership Network (SELN). This national network consists of 27 state developmental disability agencies that are focused on improving supported employment services. SELN’s stakeholder committee will discuss and consider initiatives that promote partnerships, improve service delivery and achieve successful outcomes.

What challenges exist to helping people with developmental disabilities who want to enter the workforce? 

Unfortunately, we still combat prejudice and stereotypes. Employers who’ve actually hired people with developmental disabilities find that it’s a mutually beneficial relationship. We believe that any person that wants to go to work can go to work given the right supports.

How do people with developmental disabilities access employment supports offered by the Department?

An individual must be enrolled in a Medicaid waiver service (NOW or COMP) to access supported employment. If they’re not already enrolled, they can contact the regional DBHDD office and speak with an intake and evaluation specialist.

For more information on the Department of Behavioral Health and Developmental Disabilities, visit http://dbhdd.georgia.gov/
