Dear BESB staff and community partners, 
I would like to introduce you to a new feature that will assist agency staff and clients with interpretations of agency policies. Throughout each year, I receive requests from clients and staff to provide guidance on particular policies, frequently related to similar circumstances. Based on this, I have decided to issue guidance in a more formal way, and to post it in the relevant section of the BESB website. The guidance below pertains to Vocational Rehabilitation and will be posted in that section of the agency web site to serve as a future guide to staff and clients in similar circumstances. 

Vocational Rehabilitation Policy Guidance 09-01

Subject: Provision of Adaptive Devices

Date: February 11, 2009

A client of the agency has requested that the Executive Director of BESB review a service denial, pursuant to Chapter 2, Section 10 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Policy manual. 

Situation 

The client had requested a laser printer to use with the adapted computer assigned to him by the agency to engage in self-employment. The request to provide a laser printer was denied, but the provision of an ink jet printer as an alternative was approved. The client maintains that for the nature of the work he engages in, the higher quality print of a laser printer is necessary.

 
Relevant Policies 

Chapter 3, Section 10d(7) "Occupational Licenses, Tools, Equipment, and Initial Stocks" of the Vocational Rehabilitation policy manual states in part: 

"Adaptive equipment necessary for a client to operate a self-employment or business venture does not require the development or approval of a business plan. Computers and peripherals will be provided without a requirement of business plan development when a Rehabilitation Technologist, low vision provider or qualified Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor provides documentation that such equipment is solely disability related and necessary for the client to use adaptive technology devices."

Section 10d(1) "Adaptive Equipment" of the Vocational Rehabilitation policy manual states in part:

"Clients will participate in a vocational needs assessment in order to determine through informed choice the most effective, least expensive adaptive technology consistent with the IPE. The least expensive technology will be provided to the client as determined by a needs assessment documented by the Rehabilitation Technologist, Low Vision Specialist, or Counselor. The more expensive adaptive technology will be provided to the client only if the needs assessment documents that less expensive adaptive technology is not suitable."

Analysis

The technology evaluation report includes a laser printer in the section titled "List of Adaptive Equipment." The "Justification" section of the rehabilitation technology report notes that the client prefers a laser printer to provide cleaner copy to publishers and editors. In the "Action Items" section of the technology assessment report, it informs the recipient of the report to purchase the laser printer. 

The inclusion of the laser printer within the category of "Adaptive Equipment" informs the reader that the Rehabilitation Technologist considered the printer to be adaptive, or a peripheral item that meets the applicable definition under Chapter 3, Section 10d(7) of the policy. This conclusion is further supported by inclusion of the laser printer under both the "Justification" and the "Action Item" sections. The technology report neither disputes the client's stated preference for a laser printer, nor does it offer an alternative recommendation for a more effective, equally effective, suitable, or less expensive item to meet the stated need.

Approval to provide an ink jet printer as a substitute for the laser printer confirms that a printer was considered to be a peripheral item consistent with the definition of the policy pertaining to self-employment in this situation. 

The Rehabilitation Technologist who performed the assessment directly with the client made no claim in the technology report that an ink jet printer was a viable substitute for a laser printer.  No technical comparison of the two products was contained within the case record of services to dispute the technology recommendation in that regard. 

Further assessment of the matter revealed that cost was a determining factor in the decision to deny provision of the laser printer, in favor of the less expensive ink jet printer. The technology assessment indicated the cost to purchase a new laser printer would be approximately $175.00. New ink jet printers cost approximately $150.00.

The Vocational Rehabilitation Division maintains an inventory of new and used adaptive technology devices, computers and peripherals available for assignment to clients. When an item in agency inventory is assigned to a client for the first time, the purchase price of that item is attributed to that individual's cost of services for reporting purposes. When items are returned to agency inventory after an initial assignment to a client, there is no cost associated with a subsequent assignment to another client, since the cost of the item was previously attributed to the prior client. While the option of providing items to clients through agency inventory offers a more expedient approach to equipment provision in comparison to ordering items singularly as needed for each individual situation, the complications of determining which of two available items in stock is the "least expensive" amongst two equally effective or suitable items is evident. 

Calculation of the value is further complicated by the date of original purchase. Consider for instance that a computer purchased ten years ago would have cost far more at the time than a new computer purchased within the past six months. Yet, no reasonable argument can be offered that the ten-year-old computer is comparable in value or effectiveness to a newly purchased computer. 

Analysis of agency policy finds that in 2003, the State Rehabilitation Council opted to revise policy to place the words "most effective" in front of "least expensive" to emphasize the order in which priority is assigned to making determinations of equipment purchases. Therefore, any discussion pertaining to cost or value of an item must also consider the intent of the policy. In this instance, the intent of the policy is made clear by the Council's specific action to reverse the order of priority for the two variables.

Guidance

The Vocational Rehabilitation policy authorizes a Rehabilitation Technologist, Low Vision Specialist or Counselor to perform technology assessments with clients in order to make a determination of the most effective, least expensive products necessary for the performance of vocational tasks, consistent with the IPE. The reader is directed to the content of that assessment for a determination of the action steps to follow. In the absence of compelling documentation that disputes the validity of the assessment, the recommendations contained within the report should be followed. 

If clearly erroneous or incomplete information is contained within the report, then follow-up questions should be provided to the writer of the assessment report so that an assessment addendum or reassessment report can be completed. Technology assessment addendum reports, and reassessment reports should be included in the client case record of services.

Inclusion of items in the "Justification" section of the technology assessment report serve as confirmation that the evaluator has made a determination of the "most effective" and "least expensive" item(s) suitable for the stated need. 

On the matter of cost, where neither item is available in the agency inventory, a straight comparison of present day purchase price allows for an accurate cost basis analysis. However, when one item is available in inventory and its equally suitable counterpart is not, the item in stock should be selected for assignment since no new expenditure of funds would be incurred by making this choice.

Where the technology assessment identifies two equally effective or suitable items, and both are available in stock, the current market value of each item, as determined by documented research on the part of the technology evaluator shall be used as the determining factor. A summary of this cost comparison shall be included in the "Justification" section of the technology assessment. 

When a less expensive item is determined by the evaluator to be "suitable" for the vocational task, a technical specification comparison of the two items should be included in the technology assessment report. This will permit the reader to clearly understand why the evaluator has recommended the less expensive item.

In consideration of the policy change that occurred in 2003, where the phrase "most effective" was given greater weight than "least expensive" in making determinations of equipment recommendations, nominal variations in price between two items (defined for purpose of this guidance as $50.00 or less) shall be viewed as satisfying the criteria for determining that both items are of equal value. 

Conclusion 

Review of the data in the technology assessment report, combined with the absence of data to the contrary supports the provision of a laser printer from existing agency inventory. 

Action Steps

A laser printer available in agency inventory will be assigned to the client. 

The “Justification” section of future adaptive technology assessment reports shall be modified to include greater depth to the evaluator's policy rationale for recommending the items contained within the report.  

 
