
COLORADO COMMIS

E-Journal  News about Colorado’s Deaf & Hard of Hearing Communities 
SION FOR THE DEAF AND HARD OF HEARING 

E M A I L :  Deaf.Commission@state.co.us  •  W E B S I T E :  www.cdhs.state.co.us/DeafCommission  •  T T Y :  303-866-4734 
V O I C E :  303-866-4824  •  F A X :  303-866-4831  •  A D D R E S S :  1575 Sherman Street, 2nd Floor, Denver, CO 80203 

A R T I C L E  R E P R I N T  S E R I E S       F R O M  W I N T E R  20 04  I S S U E       R E B E C C A  H E R R ,  E - J O U R N A L  E D I T O R  

 
COMMUNITY RESOURCES PUBLIC AGENCY PROFILES 

by Rebecca Herr for CCDHH 
Colorado Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR)  
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Interview with Nancy Smith, Director  
  

The Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR) assists individuals whose 
disabilities result in barriers to employment to succeed at work and live 
independently. The division offices of this state agency, located across 
Colorado, provide the goods and services needed to help individuals with 
disabilities to secure and retain employment. Clients benefit by securing 
gainful employment, achieving self-sufficiency, increasing self-esteem, 
improving quality of life, and decreasing dependency on public assistance.  

DVR customizes its services to each client’s need, and uses an Individual Employment Plan to define 
job goals and what programs and services will help clients reach their goals. Smith emphasized that the 
DVR takes a longer view of employment than some clients are used to, because they want to give clients 
the resources they need to not only get a job, but to stay employed and develop their careers. Some 
clients feel that “All I want is a job, fast!” But Smith cautioned that the DVR process takes time, and 
clients must be willing to make that investment. If potential clients want to get employed as quickly as 
possible, they should use the services of Colorado’s Workforce Center instead of DVR. The goal of DVR 
is to provide clients with the support and resources they need to remain successfully employed. 

We interviewed Nancy Smith, the new Director of Vocational Rehabilitation who replaced Diana 
Huerta following Diana’s retirement. Smith recently moved to Colorado from the Washington, D.C. area, 
where she operated her own disability services company for many years. She visited Colorado on 
work-related projects, such as transportation-access work with Project Action for the Regional Transpor-
tation District (RTD) on a Department of Transportation project. She enjoyed the climate and scenery 
here, and was ready for a change from D.C. Aside from being overwhelmed with the responsibilities of 
her new job, Smith is enjoying the transition to the western lifestyle.  

We asked Smith if it was true that there is a 70-75% unemployment rate 
in the Deaf and Hard of Hearing (D/HH) population. She said that she had 
heard that figure, but did not have the research to back it up. Smith noted 
that currently, approximately 8 to 10% of DVR clients are Deaf or Hard of 
Hearing, 33% have psychiatric disabilities, 16% have orthopedic disabili-
ties, 8% are developmentally disabled, and 8% are blind. 

Smith said that the downturn in Colorado’s economy has had serious 
effects on DVR funding. She noted that the TABOR amendment limits DVR’s 

ability to obtain increased funding to cover increased demand for client services. For example, due to 
the shortage of state funds, in recent months Colorado was unable to come up with the state contribution 
to match the 5-to-1 federal matching funds program. So, for example, a $5 million contribution from 
Colorado would bring DVR $25 in federal funds. Losing access to this federal funding affects the 
services DVR can offer and the number of clients it can serve.  
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This lack of funding will have consequences for the services and programs 
DVR is able to offer. Smith noted that DVR faced a 36% reduction in funding 
in fiscal year 2004, and DVR counselor caseload now averages 125 clients 
per counselor. And one of the consequences of increased caseloads is that 
counselors do not have much time for job development work. She would like to 
see more internship programs for clients, for example, but it is hard to 
develop such opportunities when staff time is limited. So far, DVR has avoided 

staff layoffs by consolidating offices (closing some offices and combining services elsewhere) and other 
cost-saving measures. For example, the state DVR offices at the Evans Center moved to the state Human 
Services Building downtown, and the Metro DVR offices moved to the Evans Center. This means some 
clients must travel farther for services, but the moves resulted in cost savings for the DVR program—
without staff layoffs, which hurt client services.  

What are the short-term and long-term DVR plans for dealing with state budget cuts? Smith said DVR 
must work with the state Rehabilitation Council to become more visible to the Colorado legislature, so 
lawmakers understand the importance of funding this program. Presentations to the legislature with 
graphics showing the number of people served, sample case histories, and information on the savings to 
other programs when more disabled people are employed would all help to show the value of DVR 
services.  

 

There is a rumor in the community that Hard of Hearing people who ask for assistance in getting  
hearing aids for work are put on a waiting list—is this true? Smith said that this is not the case. DVR 
does develop an “Order of Selection” because the office is required to serve those clients with the most 
significant needs first, but this does not mean that different disability groups are ranked in order of 
need. There are currently about 125 people on waiting lists, but this is out of more than 2,000 clients 
served. 

Another rumor in the community is that people in Colorado should move to 
another state to find better funding for DVR programs. Smith said that it is 
true that states with denser populations receive more DVR funding, but ques-
tioned whether it made sense to move for this reason. For example, DVR 
clients who wish to attend college as part of their employment program must 
pay in-state tuition, and clients would have to support themselves in some 
way for the time it would take to meet residency requirements in other s
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arings throughout Colorado to gather input from the public on the 5-year plan starting in 2006. At a
Denver hearing, about 80% of the participants represented the Deaf and Hard of Hearing (D/HH) 
communities. They spoke about the need for appropriate services for D/HH clients, the hiring of more
D/HH staff within DVR, and implementing programs for D/HH individuals at Colorado’s Independent 
Living Centers. DVR staff member Annette D’Amico, Manager of Program Performance and Informatio
Management Services, closed the meeting by commenting that DVR understands that it does need to do 
more work on service delivery for Deaf and Hard of Hearing consumers, and thanked the participants 
for their input. 

sitions, and job turnover is high. To work as a DVR counselor, federal law requires
a person have a Masters degree in Rehabilitation Counseling. In Colorado, the Uni-
versity of Northern Colorado in Greeley offers the only certification program in 
Rehabilitation Counseling, a two-year M.A. program. DVR has had difficulty findi
qualified applicants in Colorado who have this certification. In fact, DVR was re-
cently granted a waiver to the Colorado residency requirement for these position
allowing DVR to hire counselors from out of state. Smith acknowledged that DVR 
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needs to improve its recruitment and retention of counselors: “We would love to find 
them.”  

For the future, Smith wants to see more former DVR clients become DVR counselors. 
In January, a client-mentoring program will begin through a pilot project at the Denver 
Metro DVR Office, drawing on the experience of former clients and offering one-on-
one coaching. A person who’s been through the DVR process can become an ally to 
them understand their rights and responsibilities in the DVR program.  clients and help 

She would also like to see the Legal Interpreter Program for sign language interpreters, which 
service the Colorado court system, taken out of the DVR program and moved to the Colorado court 
system instead. DVR currently maintains the state list of qualified legal interpreters (who have taken 
additional training in legal terminology and processes beyond the standard interpreter training), and 
provides legal interpreter referrals to other agencies. 

 
 

 
 

DIVISION OF VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION, COLORADO DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVICES 
Administrative Offices: 1575 Sherman Street, 4th Floor, Denver, CO 80023 
Voice: (303) 866-4150 (TTY users: call Relay Colorado, 711) • Fax: (303) 866-4905 
Website: www.cdhs.state.co.us/ods/dvr/index.html  

For a list of all Colorado Vocational Rehabilitation offices, with addresses, TTY and fax 
numbers, see the Government Page in the CCDHH Information Center:  
Website: www.cdhs.state.co.us/DeafCommission/infocenter/Government/VocationalRehab.htm  
 

DVR 2005 State Plan: DVR is accepting comments on the DVR 2005 State Plan until  
December 30, 2004. Please send written comments to:  
Kristin McDermott 
Program Performance and Information Management Services Unit  
Division of Vocational Rehabilitation 
1575 Sherman Street, 4th Floor 
Denver, CO 80203.  
You can fax your comments to 303-866-4905, or send comments by email to: 
kristin.mcdermott@state.co.us.  
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