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BLIND REHABILITATION SERVICE
TRAINING GUIDE

1.  PROGRAM OVERVIEW


The Blind Rehabilitation Services (BRS) Technical Career Field Intern Program general Schedule GS-601 series (target 11) is conducted to meet identified short and long-range operational needs of the BRS.  These internships are intended to train and develop employees at the entry level to become professionally competent in one or more areas of services to blind or visually impaired patients.  The areas include:  Living Skills, Manual Skills, Orientation & Mobility, Visual Skills, Computer Access Training (CAT), Visually Impaired Services Team (VIST) Coordinator, and Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Services (BROS).  The internships are intended to provide interns an opportunity to gain the experience (and, in some cases, the education) they need under the supervision of a well-qualified preceptor.  This training program must be the highest priority for the intern's time and efforts. 


a.  Program Objectives.  This program is intended to provide an opportunity for interns to gain knowledge and that will prepare them to work within the system of service delivery which comprises the national Blind Rehabilitation Services.  It will also allow an individual to receive training under the supervision of an experienced preceptor.  Specific objectives of the program are that, by completion:

(1)  The intern must possess the following skills, knowledge, and abilities: 


(a)  Knowledge of blind/vision rehabilitation functional assessment procedures and practices.

(b)  Knowledge of vision-related physiology, anatomy, optics, neurology, pathological conditions and vision function.

(c)  Knowledge of blind/vision rehabilitation treatment goals.

(d)  Knowledge of visual impairment and blindness, medical and rehabilitation terminology, and written documentation.

(e)  Ability to analyze assessment results and make recommendations for a basic treatment plan.

(f)  Knowledge of blind/vision rehabilitation therapeutic techniques and prosthetic devices.

(g)  Ability to provide therapeutic interventions.

(h)  Ability to communicate effectively in speaking and writing.  

(2)  Graduates of this program will be fully-functional VHA Blind Rehabilitation staff.  Graduates of this program will be fully-functional VHA Blind Rehabilitation staff, either in a specific specialty area, or in combined areas of specialty, depending upon local decision and need; i.e., Computer Access Technology, Living Skills, Manual Skills, Orientation & Mobility, Visual Skills, Visual Impairment Services Team (VIST) Coordinator or Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Specialist (BROS).  The program will create trained, well-developed and tested individuals for journey level positions in blind rehabilitation services with potential for senior positions in BRS by:

(a)  Providing opportunities for each intern to develop the necessary knowledge, skills and leadership abilities in a supportive environment.


(b)  Achieving basic uniformity in the qualifications, selection, training and evaluation of the interns.


(c)  Ensuring that all graduates enter their post-internship placement position with all the necessary technical knowledge and skills required for successful performance at the journey level in BRS.  

b.  Program Participants.  Internships are established and funded by the CBO, VA Central Office.  Intern positions are normally established at the GS-7 or 9 grade level with promotional opportunity to the GS-11.  The training program is a 2-year program and depending on the applicants’ qualifications, the candidate can be selected at either GS-7 or GS-9 grade level.  In all cases, interns must fully meet the qualification requirements for the grade for which they are selected.


c.  Training Approach and Learning Environment

(1)  The instructional objectives are provided in Appendix C.  The national training program provides basic objectives.  Additional objectives and the activities that the intern will undertake will be determined by the preceptor, supervisor and intern, based on the capabilities of the individual intern and of the station. The intern and preceptor will compare the intern’s skill, knowledge and abilities with those required by the program and create a personal development plan.  The additional experiences and reviews necessary for the intern will then be provided under the supervision of the preceptor.  When graduates of this program report to their first permanent duty stations, they must be fully functional as BRS staff at the journey level in their designated area(s) of expertise and need only minor efforts to adapt to the facility.


(2)  It is expected that each internship will consist of intensive, varied and challenging experiences in the following categories: 

(a)  Formal.Classroom or self-study (video, audio, television, correspondence, etc.) course(s) in blind rehabilitation skills and techniques should be considered/expected.  In addition, the objectives in Appendix C include formal training in several areas when the intern lacks sufficient background.

(b)  On-the-job training (OJT).  OJT is critical in this training program.  Structured learning experiences, observation, and supervised practice in service delivery are prime ingredients in developing the intern's long-range skills.  Knowledge of the various technical areas is necessary and will vary depending on the specialty area(s) being targeted for each intern.  The emphasis should always be on the knowledge and skills necessary to provide services in the targeted specialty area.  The intern is also expected to make presentations, complete research projects, and write official correspondence.    


(b)  Other.  The intern is expected to rotate through other areas of blind rehabilitation services, both in- and out-patient. Supplemental local activities should include contact with consumer groups, veterans and active duty personnel and their families in both formal and informal settings.  The intern must demonstrate technical and interpersonal competence to the satisfaction of the preceptor, in order to successfully complete the program.


(d)  Off Station Training.  Off station training will be funded by VA Central Office. 

2.  APPLICATION PROCESS


a.  Candidate Selection.  All candidates must fully meet the appropriate minimum qualification standards in effect for GS-601, grade 7 or 9 as required by VA regulations.  Candidates from all sources inside and outside the Federal government can be considered, including: VA employees, other Federal employees, reinstatement eligible, appointment eligible, etc.  Selection for all positions must comply with all Office of Personnel Management (OPM), VA and local selection and promotion policies. 


b.  Relocation Requirements.   Near the end of the 2-year training cycle, the Preceptor will be required to assist the intern in aggressively locating a permanent position.  The intern can compete for a position at the training facility or apply for positions at other VA health care facilities.  VA Central Office will provide a set amount of dollars for relocation expenses of the interns to their first permanent duty station, subject to approval by the Chief Officer for Patient Care Services.
3.  THE INTERNSHIP


a.  Instructional Objectives.  An effective training program must include establishment of a supportive learning environment, development of learning objectives, planning and conducting necessary learning experiences, and evaluations.  To relate the objectives to learning experiences, the preceptor, supervisor and intern must jointly create a Personal Development Plan (PDP).  The BRS TCF program manager will review and concur with the final PDP.  The PDP must be completed within 30 days of starting the program.  


b.  Planning the Internship.  The training plan must reflect the anticipated length of the internship.  The program will take 24 months; however, interns who have extensive BRS experience may reasonably require a shorter learning period with a commensurately longer period of independent practice.  If appropriate, the intern may relocate to his or her targeted permanent hire position during the final six months as part of the internship experience. Supervision of the intern’s final months will be a shared responsibility with the original preceptor and an on-site preceptor, with the concurrence of the TCF program manager. 

(1)  The Training Plan.  Training requires systematic development through planned learning experiences.  Every intern must have a detailed PDP, which specifies the kinds of work assignments and formal training to be completed during the training period.  Development of the PDP should be a joint endeavor between the preceptor, supervisor, intern and BRS TCF program manager, and must be completed within 30 days of the original starting date.  This is a valuable planning exercise which should clarify objectives, identify methods, and allocate time as well as instructor attention.  It is expected that the training plan will lead to the acquisition of necessary knowledge and skills and, where appropriate, credentialing.  Preceptors are encouraged to collaborate within and across institutions to ensure that Interns with the same targeted outcomes receive comparable training and experiences. 


(2)  Task Assignments.  As the intern gains experience, assigned tasks should become more complex so that they are both instructive and challenging enough to promote self-development.  The assignment of additional duties and responsibilities should coincide with the intern’s growth and successful accomplishment.


(a)  The preceptor is responsible for coordinating the learning and working experiences of the intern to ensure that the intern attains journey level credentials in the targeted area(s) of BRS.  S/he is empowered to rely on other specialists as necessary and appropriate.

(b)  The preceptor and intern must optimize opportunities for learning that present themselves in day-to-day operations.


(c)  The learning environment must encourage creative problem solving to train the intern to use all available resources to develop an individual base of information and solutions, rather than merely relying on the preceptor’s knowledge.


(d)  The best learning experiences are challenging, relevant, interesting, and enable the intern to make difficult operational decisions under actual working conditions.


c.  Responsibilities.  The VA Central Office program manager, preceptor, and the training site's management must all work together to insure the effectiveness of the program.  The general responsibilities of each are:


(1)  VA Central Office.  VA Central Office is also assigned these program responsibilities:


(a)  Soliciting for qualified applicants to serve as preceptors for the BRS Intern training program.


(b)  Coordinating the selection of training sites, preceptors, and interns.


(c)  Controlling the funding and Full-time Equivalent (FTE) to support the interns.


(d)  Assisting with the placement of graduates.


(e)  Monitoring the continuing progress of program graduates and assisting in further development as needed.  


(2)  Preceptor 


(a)  The preceptor assumes full responsibility for the training, counseling, and evaluation of the individual intern.  This includes submitting a written appraisal of the intern's achievements of the instructional objectives (refer to the PDP) at the end of every third month of the program. 


(b)  More specifically, the preceptor is responsible for:


1.  Thorough knowledge of the publications and reporting requirements of the internship program.


2.  Preparing the Personal Development Plan with the intern and supervisor,


3.  Designing and ensuring the conduct of learning events in a climate that will achieve the development objectives.


4.  Evaluating the intern's progress and providing positive feedback, guidance and counseling as required.


5.  Preparing all required reports and documents described in this guide.


6.  Informing the VA Central Office Program Manager of changes in the requirements of the intern’s training due to changes in the duties or mission of Health Administration.


(3)  Intern.  The intern is responsible for:


1.  Developing the PDP with the preceptor and supervisor.

2.  Completing, to the satisfaction of the preceptor, the learning objectives established for the internship.


3.  Providing services for the VA facility, while attaining the learning objectives.  Such service should reinforce learning by providing opportunity to apply knowledge.


4.  Preparing and submitting appropriate reports and documents.

4.  EVALUATION


a.  Importance of Evaluation.  Successful overall management of the program requires adequate records.  Documentation of all aspects of the program creates a database for future evaluation and program planning.  Continuous evaluation of the training program is important to ensure that it is carried out as intended, that resources are used efficiently, and that the program objectives are being met.  A constructive evaluation process involves the efforts of the VA Central Office Program Manager, the interns, the preceptors, and other parts of management at the sites.  Evaluations will follow established VA procedures as outlined in the FCIP Federal Register (Vol. 70, No. 147, August 2, 2005, pg. 44219) and the VA Handbook 5005/12 (August 12, 2005, Appendix N. Career Intern Program).

b.  Interim Evaluations.  Essential to the success of the program is an ongoing assessment of the intern's progress and program effectiveness.  When properly conducted, this assessment is a continuous, cooperative effort between the preceptor, intern and other employees involved with specific aspects of training.  The intern and preceptor should discuss problems and progress regularly.  In addition to these informal discussions, quarterly written appraisal of each intern must be submitted to the VA Central Office Program Manager.


c.  Intern Appraisals.  Each appraisal is an official record of the intern's achievement for a three-month period.  These should be a natural outgrowth of the regular counseling sessions.  To maximize improvement and help direct future development, each of these appraisals will be reviewed and discussed by the preceptor and intern along with individuals responsible for segments of training involved.  The original of each appraisal is to be kept with the intern's PDP and training plan, and a copy forwarded through normal channels to the VA Central Office Program Manger.


d.  Final Evaluations.  Final evaluations are required within one month of completion of the training program, from both the preceptor and the intern.  


e.  Non-completion.  Occasionally the counseling and appraisal process identifies problems relating to an intern's aptitude, attitude, or abilities.  In this case, the training site management will work together to take appropriate action consistent with the Office of Personnel Management and VA regulations. 


f.  Completion and Certification of Training.  Three months before completion of the program, the preceptor’ evaluation should certify the interns successful completion, if appropriate.  The preceptor will issue a Certificate of Training for the record.  “Successful completion” will be determined by the Preceptor and approved by the BRS TCF program manager and VA Central Office. 
5.  PLACEMENT AFTER TRAINING


Satisfactory completion of this training program will allow the incumbent to apply for positions at the training facility or another VA health care facility.  Interns may be eligible for promotion into a higher GS level upon meeting all of the time-in-grade requirements.  Interns will receive scheduled step increases.  If the selection is made at the GS-7 or GS-9 levels, interns may be promoted during training provided they meet qualification or time-in-grade requirements and are functioning at the next higher grade.  If there is no position available, an alternate assignment must be determined by the medical center based on the needs and best interest of the organization.

APPENDIX A

STATEMENT OF UNDERSTANDING


I understand that the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), Blind Rehabilitation Program has been developed for the purpose of developing qualified employees to meet the department’s needs in the fields of Computer Access Training, Living Skills, Manual Skills, Orientation & Mobility, Visual Skills, Visual Impairment Services Team (VIST) Coordinator and/or Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Specialist (BROS).

I further understand that this training program is an integral part of a progressive career development process.  Accordingly, I accept and understand that my initial assignment after successful completion of training will be made based on the needs of the department and that while my preference will be considered when administratively feasible, I will be expected to accept assignment at any VA facility in the continental United States where my services are needed. 

Signature of Intern: _____________________________________

Date: _________________________________________________




Witness: ______________________________________________




                (Immediate Supervisor or Designee) 

Department of              Appendix B: Letter of Agreement
Veterans Affairs

Date:   



From:
Preceptor


Supervisor

Subj:
Technical Career Field Blind Rehabilitation Service Intern Program Agreement

To:
Program Manager, Blind Rehabilitation TCF Program 

1.
Statement of Availability


PRECEPTOR:


I know of no current reason (e.g., health issues, significant issues other than health, personal or professional plans, etc.) that would prevent me from devoting 3 years as a preceptor recruiting, training and facilitating the placement of a Technical Career Field Intern for Blind Rehabilitation Service.






Preceptor Signature:  










Date:  








SUPERVISOR:


Complete Attachment A which outlines your contingency plan in the event that the preceptor at your site is no longer able to provide supervision of a TCF intern that has been hired at your site.





Supervisor Signature:  _________________________________






Date:  ______________________________________________


2.
Internship Details


a.  
What blind rehabilitation specialty are you targeting at a GS-11 level for this intern?



(1)  VIST Coordinator 



(2)  BROS 



(3)  Manual skills instructor 



(4)  Visual skills instructor 



(5)  Living skills instructor 



(6)  O&M instructor 



(7)  CAT instructor 



(8)  Other:  explain 


b.
Do you anticipate having an opening at your facility to hire the intern:




(yes / no / don’t know)

3.
Supervision of an additional Intern for FY08 group

The opportunity to supervise a second Intern of the FY08 group will be determined on a competitive basis.  If you are interested and both the Preceptor and his/her Supervisor agree that accommodations can be made, please submit Attachment B

cc:
BRC Director


Network Director


Facility Director


Supervisor 
Appendix C:  Contingency Plan for Internship Supervision

A. Alternate Preceptor name and qualifications:

B. Alternate Strategies for Supervision:

C. Alternate Strategies for oversight of Interns Personal Development Plan:

D. Alternate Strategies for Assuring Intern’s hire in VA:

Appendix C:  Second Internship Justification

A. Rationale for a second Intern:

B. Accommodation:  what specific arrangements would be made to ensure that both Interns would receive the individual as well as paired time with their Preceptor and training experiences?  How would the facility accommodate the additional person (IT, office space, etc.)?
C. Alternate Preceptor name and qualifications in the event the chosen preceptor is not able to complete the internship:

B. Alternate Strategies for Supervision in the event the chosen preceptor is not able to complete the internship:

C. Alternate Strategies for oversight of Interns Personal Development Plan in the event the chosen preceptor is not able to complete the internship:

D. Alternate Strategies for Assuring Intern’s hire in VA:

Appendix D: INTERN TRAINING OBJECTIVES

1.  Training which provides the learning experience and achieves the objectives outlined is essential to prepare a qualified individual with prior blind rehabilitation experience for effective performance in the immediate target position.  Since the intern may already have some of the required knowledge and skills, adaptations may need to be made in sequence, content, and duration of the training.  The preceptor, in consultation with the intern and supervisor, will evaluate the qualifications of the intern and develop a Personal development Plan (PDP)  geared to the intern's specific needs and abilities to enable the intern to attain the training objectives.

2.  After Orientation, the subject area and objectives may be covered in any order and several may be in process at any time.  The major objectives are grouped under the subject area. Training will provide balanced exposure to different developmental experiences in addition to those listed in Appendix E, including:


a.  Reading and study of appropriate literature, policy, and directive material.  The material will include all applicable local, veterans Health Administration (VHA), Title 38, United States Code, and other governmental decisions, directives and policy manuals.  The intern must be able to determine and locate the correct references for any information needed.


b.  Discussion with subject matter experts and other knowledgeable persons.


c.  Practical application of the information by intern, including use of all Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) computer systems, personal computers (PCs), spreadsheets, etc.


d.  Testing and counseling by the Preceptor.

3.  Each subject will relate what is being learned to other important functions and objectives of blind rehabilitation services, locally, regionally and nationally.

4.  Detailing the intern to neighboring stations that provide blind rehabilitation services in order to ensure that the intern has a thorough understanding of blind rehabilitation services is an integral part of this program.

5.  Collateral training normally required of supervisory employees (e.g., basic supervision, communication, etc.) must be integrated with the training plan and documented.

6.  Performance Standards (see App. D) are the standards the trainee should be able to demonstrate at the end of the training.  NOTE:  The instructional objectives to achieve these standards can be varied in order, as the Preceptor deems advisable.

Appendix E:  RECOMMENDED I-WEEK ORIENTATION

1.  Organization.  Identify the facility key personnel.


a.  Review the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Manual M-00-1, Organizational Manual and organization chart.


b.  Discuss chain of command within the facility and the normal chain of command outside the facility with Preceptor.


c.  Meet facility and/or BRC leadership as appropriate.

2.  Systems  Relationships.  Discuss interrelationships between the VA Central Office, the Veterans Integrated Service Network (VISN), and Blind Rehabilitation Services.
3.  Continuum of Care.  Discuss the disparate elements that constitute the comprehensive continuum of services available to visually impaired veterans and active service personnel, and the anticipated level and type of care provided by each.


a.  Visual Impairment Services Team (VIST) Coordinators and through them local, private sector services


b.  Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Services (BROS)


c.  Basic Low Vision Clinics


d.  Intermediate Low Vision Clinics


e.  Advanced Low Vision Clinics


f.  Advanced Blind Rehabilitation Clinics


g.  Blind Rehabilitation Centers.
4.  Mission.   State the VA mission and identify the major administrations.


a.  Review VA, the Veterans Health Administration (VHA), the Veterans Benefit Administration (VBA), VA Central Office, and VISN mission statements.


b.  Review facility strategic plan

5.  Worksheet.  Complete the personnel orientation worksheet with preceptor.

6.  Policy.  Discuss VA and facility policies such as Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO), sexual harassment, grievance, Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), etc..


a.  Read and discuss with preceptor.


b.  Attend formal training on all phases of these and similar subjects.


c.  Complete service level orientation, if available.

7.  Intern Program.  Describe the Blind Rehabilitation Service (BRS) Intern program and the intern's duties as a trainee. 


(1)  Receive and review a copy of the BRS Intern Training Program. 


(2)  Prepare a written discussion of intern’s personal goals and intern’s understanding of the program's goals.

8.  Self-assessment.  Complete a Personal Development Plan (PDP) and/or a self-assessment in accordance with the requirements of the BRS TCF Intern Training Program.


a.  Complete a written self-assessment.


b.  Create an Individual Development Plan with preceptor and supervisor.

Appendix F;  BLIND REHABILITATION SPECIALIST TCF INTERN

PERFORMANCE STANDARDS 

INTERPERSONAL EFFECTIVENESS

1.  Expresses thoughts, ideas, and concerns clearly

2.  Gives courteous, accurate and complete responses

3.  Listens attentively to others without interruption

4.  Keeps commitments

5.  Seeks accurate information (avoids jumping to conclusions)

6.  Treats all employees with respect regardless of their level, personality, culture, or background and age

7.  Expresses ideas clearly in speaking and writing, to match target audience

CUSTOMER SERVICE

1.  Recognizes co-workers, veterans, family members, other professional stakeholders as customers and responds to them accordingly 

2.  Courteous in all interactions with patients, visitors, co-workers and other professionals

3.  Listens to concerns of customers and resolves complaints and concerns effectively and promptly

4.  Assists customers in making informed decisions

SYSTEMS THINKING

1.  Able to explain how one's work contributes to organizational mission

2.  Understands the roles and responsibilities of others in one's work group

3.  Acknowledges that sacrifices may need to be made in some areas in order to improve overall system performance

4. Demonstrates understanding of the chain of command 

5. Able to respect others and work a team structure. 

FLEXIBILITY/ADAPTIBILITY

1.  Willing to learn new procedures and technology

2.  Open to ideas different from one's own

3.  Handles multiple projects and duties simultaneously, prioritizing as needed

4.  Fosters flexibility through cross-training and developmental work assignments

5. Looks for innovative teaching strategies

6. Thinks “outside the box.”

CREATIVE THINKING

1.  Demonstrates the willingness and capacity to resourcefully meet internal or external customer needs on the spot

2.  Suggests ways to improve quality and efficiency

3.  Seeks and listens to the ideas of others

4.  Generates new ideas

5. Willing to accept ideas outside of personal comfort zone. 

6. Willing to work with new concepts. 

ORGANIZATIONAL STEWARDSHIP

1.  Understands the mission, vision, and values of the organization and acts accordingly

2.  Speaks favorably of the organization and its people, both at work and in the community

3.  Provides support to fellow employees in accomplishing mission

4.  Takes initiative to seek and suggest improvements in how work is done

5.  Builds an atmosphere of trust by being trustworthy

6. Supports and works toward the missions of the VA.

PERSONAL MASTERY

1.  Takes time to plan each day's work

2.  Demonstrates improvement in behavior and skill as needed

3.  Invests in personal development and growth

4.  Seeks feedback on supervisory/coaching skills from supervisors and peers

5. Has a personal development plan.

TECHNICAL/PROFESSIONAL SKILLS

1.  Performs accurate work in a timely and efficient manner

2.  Takes responsibility for safety and high quality in the workplaces

3.  Expected to meet/or exceed all the skills, knowledge and abilities outlined by the BRC at every stage of the development program, the mentor and the Personal Development Plan.

Appendix G:  PRECEPTOR'S WRITTEN EVALUATION OF INTERN PERFORMANCE


A written evaluation of no more than two pages must be prepared and submitted through the facility Director or Chief Executive Officer (CEO) to the VA Central Office Program Officer.  The written evaluation must include the following:

1.  Describe the trainee's progress over the last 3 months.  List the special projects performed as well as the formal and on-the-job training (OJT) received.  Review the status of each of the performance standards and their objectives. 

2.  Describe the intern's attitude toward and suitability for practice in blind rehabilitation.  Describe the intern’s reaction to new responsibilities and the program.  If there are problems, include probable reasons and recommendations for resolution. 

3.  Describe the intern's overall performance and productivity.  Is the training on schedule?  Will the intern be ready for placement sooner than expected, or should the estimated completion date be delayed for some reason?
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