An employment-based interview with Greg Schmieg, the executive director of the Georgia Vocational Rehabilitation Agency (GVRA):

What are the different types of employment supports people can receive through Vocational Rehabilitation services?

The current Vocational Rehabilitation program offers a variety of services and supports, ranging from vocational evaluation and training to tuition reimbursement for college.  These services and supports are provided through both the program itself, as well as an array of private providers across the State. However, in order to be more effective with employment outcomes for Georgians with disabilities, I want the new agency to explore new ways of thinking and new ways of serving Georgians. In partnership with our providers, advocates, schools and employers, we must begin to identify the best practices of the future. We cannot be satisfied with just doing what we have always done, so I welcome new ideas of better serving those we serve.

What are some of the barriers people with Developmental Disabilities in Georgia face in relation to employment opportunities?  Are there policies that need to be changed?

Particularly in this time of economic downturn, when the unemployment rate is high for everyone, Georgians with disabilities, including developmental disabilities, tend to be pushed further down the employment ladder.  In addition, with some of the recent changes in educational requirements at both the high school and technical school level, students with a developmental disability transitioning out of high school do not have the same opportunities for vocational training as they did in the past. There is a new gap for those students, which must be addressed so they don’t end up sitting at home with no or very little opportunity to transition to work if they cannot be successful in traditional postsecondary education.

As the new director, what are your main goals?
The mission of the new agency is employment and independence for Georgians with disabilities, and the success of this agency should be measured solely on the outcomes of those two goals. Personally, I believe that to do that, the new agency must have an organizational culture that serves each person with a disability truly as individual-based on his or her unique strengths, talents and interests. We cannot be an agency that practices “one size fits all.” So, my main goals are to help create an agency that is inclusive, transparent, creative and passionate about those we serve
Why do you think it is important to provide access for employment opportunities to people with disabilities?

Having a meaningful job and career lends so much to who we are as humans, with or without a disability. It shapes our identity; it gives us purpose and it provides opportunities in so many areas of our lives and I believe it is very important.  In addition, I do believe that individuals with disabilities have a disadvantage compared with those who do not have a disability, not in their capabilities but in the opportunities they have for meaningful work.  Unfortunately in our country, as a recent United States Senate Subcommittee report pointed out, the unemployment rate for people with disabilities is 70% in our nation, which is clearly unacceptable.  People with disabilities who do work earn about 2/3 of those without disabilities, and unfortunately, people with disabilities tend to leave the labor force at a rate five times greater than those without disabilities. There is clearly a disadvantage, and in my opinion, it is our country’s obligation to improve access for meaningful employment opportunities.

Five years down the line, how do you see the Georgia Vocational Rehabilitation Agency helping people with disabilities in Georgia find employment?

My vision is that Georgia will be a national leader in employment outcomes for people with disabilities.  Having now conducted visioning sessions across the State with providers, both public and private, advocates and other stakeholders, I am so impressed by the creative ideas I have heard. I am convinced we have the talent in this State to make great advances in employment for Georgians with disabilities. That is not to say it will be easy, but there is so much enthusiasm and desire to do better among everyone I have talked to, that I believe in them and I believe in our State. So five years from now, I can envision Georgia as the State that has the lowest unemployment rate among persons with disabilities of all states; a network of public and private providers working collaboratively to serve every single individual with a disability in such a way that leads to meaningful employment and independence; an employer community that views persons with disabilities no differently than those without and a State that prides itself on how we treat Georgians with disabilities.
How long does it typically take to help find an individual an employment opportunity through Vocational Rehabilitation?

Too long in most cases, which is why the new agency will begin reviewing all of our policies and procedures to see how we can streamline the entire process and accelerate the time it takes from referral to a job.  Just like any one of us, when you want to find a job, the sooner the better. 

Does Vocational Rehabilitation provide resources for employers who hire people with Developmental Disabilities?

I’m sure that the Vocational Rehabilitation program does provide some resources for employers; however, I cannot fully describe for you exactly what those resources are, as I am still on my learning curve. However, I will say that I believe to do better, the new agency must work hand-in-hand with employers across the State to understand their expectations, educate them on the benefits of hiring Georgians with disabilities and must really become partners in improving the opportunities within our State.  We cannot do this to the extent that I believe we can without the support and cooperation of the employer community in our State.

What is the first step for someone with a disability who wants to work?

Again, I believe that no two individuals are exactly alike, so the “first step” to employment may be different for each person.  Having said that, I think it often begins with the person’s interests.  What is it that they like to do, or would like to do? Most of us begin to think about our future occupations and career in adolescence, and those early interests we usually stick with into adulthood. So from an agency perspective, we have to figure out how can we best understand what each person has a passion for and how we create rehabilitation plans for each person that revolves around their interests and their capabilities.

In general, how many people with disabilities in Georgia have achieved employment through Vocational Rehabilitation?

I believe that the number of successful employment outcomes last year was between 4,000 and 5,000. That is a good number, but I want us to do better than that.  Wouldn’t it be great, if every Georgian with a disability who wanted a job could find a job and have a meaningful career? Even though I believe that the best vocational rehabilitation occurs one person at a time, I want this new agency to show increasing numbers of successful outcomes year after year.

Are there any programs or resources that help with supported employment in Georgia?

In our visioning sessions around the State, there were a lot of comments about the success of supported employment, and at the same time, the difficulties with supported employment and the lack of supported employment opportunities and supported employment providers. Supported employment has been shown to be very effective because of the ongoing support for the duration of the job, but it is also cost-prohibitive because of that same ongoing support, which is why there are so few providers of supported employment.  One of my objectives for this coming year will be to take a serious look at how the new agency can increase supported employment opportunities across the State.  If something works, I certainly would like for us to do more of it.
Once a person with disabilities is working, does Vocational Rehabilitation provide any professional development/support for him or her to remain competitive, earn promotions and grow their careers?

Regardless of what we do now, we can probably do more.  As your question points out, getting a job is really not the full extent of what we want to achieve.  Each of us desires to be paid competitively and to have opportunities to grow in our career.  So to that end, the Vocational Rehabilitation program needs to see what we can do to support that.  Once the job is gained, what services can we provide to ensure that not only does that person maintain the job, but that there are additional opportunities ahead?
For more information on the Georgia Vocational Rehabilitation Agency, visit http://www.vocrehabga.org/
