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Remember the Purpose!
To serve Tribal members with disabilities who
reside on or near designated service areas
consistent with individual strengths, priorities,
concerns, abilities, capabilities, and informed
choice, to prepare for and engage in highquality competitive employment that will
increase opportunities for economic selfsufficiency, including telecommunicating.

AIVRS Director’ Interviews
Premise, Purpose and Methodology
Premise
AIVRS Directors have transformed an extremely complex
bureaucratic system of Federal – State Vocational
Rehabilitation Services to effective, culturally appropriate
models serving Native American/Alaskan Native (NA/AN)
people with disabilities, living on or near diverse Indian
Reservations and Communities across all regions of the
United States. Transforming “public VR” to AIVRS
occurred at least at two levels.

AIVRS Director’ Interviews
Premise, Purpose and Methodology
1. The first transformation involved adapting the large
bureaucratic, Federal-State, largely urban VR system,
to a focused, NA/AN “friendly” VR service delivery
models located in rural and remote tribally governed
communities.
2. The second transformation was incorporating NA/AN
history, culture and spiritual teachings to effectively
and appropriately serve Native people with
disabilities.

Interview Methodology
Purpose
To talk with experienced AIVRS
Directors, to learn their stories about
implementing AIVRS and talk about
effective practices that hold promise
for success with other NA/AN
communities.
.

Interview Methodology
Assumptions
1. AIVRS Directors are leaders of AIVRS
implementation.
2. AIVRS Directors with the most longevity are
the most experienced and knowledgeable to
tell the AIVRS story.
3. Personal telephone interviews with AIVRS
Directors is an effective and efficient way to
begin the conversation.

Interview Methodology
Method
1. Reviewed the list of RSA funded AVIRS projects and
identified AVIRS Directors with 10 or more years of
experience. List included 29 AIVRS Directors!
2. Sent identified AIVRS Directors an email inviting each
to participate in an interview and also asked them to
review my list of 29 to identify anyone I had missed.
3. Created the survey and pilot tested the instrument
with 3 AIVRS Directors. Made revisions after each
Interview. Final survey contained 29 items. Duration of
each interview was about 1.5 hours.

Interview Methodology
Results to Date

1. Ten Directors who were the first to respond have
completed interviews.
2. Results of the interviews have been reviewed, analyzed
and synthesized.
3. Everyone who participated had much knowledge to share
and was happy for the opportunity.
4. Everyone was also interested in participating in today’s
Webinar to hear what others had to say.
5. So let’s begin!

AIVRS Directors Interviewed
• Dallas-Lee Brower, Director
Inupiat Community of the Artic Slope, Alaska
• Tom Cyrus, Director
• Maniilaq Tribal VR Program
• Rebecca Holland, Director
• Pueblo of Jemez, New Mexico
• Shari Hughes, Director
Cowlitz Indian Tribe, Washington
• Gloria LaFriniere, Director
White Earth Reservation, Minnesota

AIVRS Directors Interviewed
• Mary Lundy Meruvia, Director
Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians, Mississippi
• Amanda Race, Director
Tanana Chiefs Conference, Alaska
• Christina “Peggy” Venable, Director
Lower Muskogee Creek Tribe, Georgia
• Stephen “Corky” West, Director
Oneida Tribe of Indians, Wisconsin
• Michelle Frazier Wilson, Director
Chickasaw Nation, Oklahoma

Learning Objectives
AIVRS STAFF WILL…
LO1

…Understand how AIVRS Directors adapted the bureaucratic
Federal State VR model to work effectively in rural and remote
NA/AN communities.

LO2

...Understand ways that AIVRS Directors incorporated NA/AN cultural
practices and beliefs into AIVRS.

LO3

…Learn about AIVRS “promising practices” that facilitate the VR
process and enhance outcomes for many Native people with
disabilities across diverse communities.

LO4

LO5

LO6

…Gain knowledge about “lessons learned” and accomplishments that
Directors are most proud about, as AIVRS Directors reflect on the
past.
Learn about the best advice AIVRS Directors received, advice for new
AIVRS Directors, and advice for NA/AN communities that are
implementing an AIVRS program.
…Gain knowledge about “visions for the future” as AIVRS Directors
look into the years ahead.

Understand how AIVRS Directors adapted the
bureaucratic Federal - State VR model to work
effectively in rural and remote NA/AN communities
• Long term and positive working relationships with
State VR agencies.
• Strong support from RSA Administrators and Project
Officers in providing information, resources and caring.
Dr. Finch, Pamela, Zanne, Sonja, Theresa, Mark,
August and others “walked the AIVRS walk with us”.
• Friendship, companionship, colleague relationships
and a “we can do it” attitude of fellow AIVRS Directors.
• Camaraderie of CANAR, (Consortia of Administrators
for Native American Rehabilitation).

Making the transformation from large, bureaucratic, statewide
VR service delivery model, to a focused, NA/AN “friendly” VR
service delivery model located in rural and remote
communities.

AIVRS

STATE / Public VR

Trust their Tribe

Mistrust of governments

Proximity to community

Travel many miles

Native friendly

“No one” friendly

Timely services and quick responses

Long wait for appointments and services

Open categories

Order of selection for many

Flexibility
Multi-agency, wraparound service options

One size fits all
Single agency focus

Making the transformation from large, bureaucratic, statewide
VR service delivery model, to a focused, NA/AN “friendly” VR
service delivery model located in rural and remote
communities.
Small case loads

Large case loads

Less dollars to work with

More dollars to work with

Limited specialized staff

Availability of specialized staff

Few CRC personnel

More CRC personnel

Less confidentiality/Less anonymity

More confidentiality/More anonymity

Specialized NA/AN ethnicity
Native culturally sensitive/Family inclusion

Serve all ethnicities
Limited inclusion of Native culture/Seldom
family inclusion

Follows Federal Regulations

Follows Federal Regulations

Making the transformation from large, bureaucratic, statewide
VR service delivery model, to a focused, NA/AN “friendly” VR
service delivery model located in rural and remote
communities.
VR Counselors travel to remote areas

VR Counselors seldom travel to remote areas

Missed appointments are rescheduled and
accommodated
Holistic model
Five year discretionary grant

Missed appointment non-compliant

Follows grant and regulations

Follows state plan and regulations

Meet consumers in their home and
communities

Consumers go to VR office or meeting at VR
location

Medical model
Formula funded

Aspects of Tribal Structure and Attitudes that
promote the implementation of effective AIVRS
• The Tribal communities are historically collaborative, with
interactive relationships, which fits with many models of AIVRS
service delivery.
• Collaborative tribal service providers work together for outreach,
event planning, and collateral service provision.
• Wraparound services and cost sharing across Tribal programs.
• Top down administrative support and excitement about grant
funding targeted to address a huge need - employment for Tribal
people with disabilities.
• Local level support from administrators at multiple site locations
– Communities, Pueblos and Villages.
• VR program located on Tribal lands providing for immediate
program access at a nearby location.

Aspects of Tribal Structure and Attitudes that
promote the implementation of effective AIVRS

• Nearby or collocated with related services such as
the medical clinic, mental health and substance
disorder services, educational services and Tribal
employment.
• Many Tribes initiating or involved in economic
development, which increases possibility of future
jobs and career opportunities.
• NA/AN people with disabilities are strong and
resilient, and ready to create and actively participate
in their own plan for employment (IPE).

Aspects of Tribal Structure and Attitudes that were
barriers/obstacles to implementation of effective AIVRS

• Logistics of available space, old buildings, lack of
accessibility, poor or non-existent roads and limited
technology and telecommunication infrastructure.
• Continued education of Tribal leaders, other program
directors, Tribal elders, cultural leaders and AIVRS potential
consumers about “What is VR?”
• Hard to find qualified local staff or attract out of area
applicants to remote communities.
• Many transportation issues including no public transit, few
personal vehicles, lack of drivers’ license, poor or no roads
and high cost to travel distances.

Aspects of Tribal Structure and Attitudes that were
barriers/obstacles to implementation of effective AIVRS

• Many people with disabilities experience multiple barriers, such
as co-occurring disabilities, history of substance disorder, criminal
histories, no drivers’ license or functioning insured vehicles, and
poor employment background.
• Tribal communities are membership communities. There is no
anonymity. Everyone knows a persons’ parents and siblings and
everything they have done their entire life is known by all, so
there is no escaping or reshaping personal history.
• “Gossip in the village”. Consumers tell everyone how the AIVRS
program helped them or what VR purchased for them to achieve
their employment goal.

Understand ways that AIVRS Directors incorporated
NA/AN cultural practices and beliefs into AIVRS.
• Employing staff who are NA/AN and know the history,
culture and language of the community.
• Employing staff who are not NA/AN and facilitate their
learning the critical aspects of Tribal history and culture.
• Locating AIVRS office in the “hub” of the community,
where members are accustomed to going.
• Arranging and decorating offices, and implementing
service delivery in culturally friendly ways.
• Offering access to culturally relevant services and
resources.

Understand ways that AIVRS Directors incorporated NA/AN
cultural practices and beliefs into AIVRS.

• Providing cultural activities, events and classes.
• Support employment goals for cultural positions, self-employment in
cultural areas, and subsistent lifestyles.
• Strong spiritual beliefs provide inner strength for individual and group
journeys.
• Differing concepts of “Disability” as a gift or stigma.
• Cultural practices that may impact job seeking and/or employment:
• Making positive comments about ones skills and abilities during a
job interview.
• Speaking up for themselves to a supervisor, would chose to walk off
the job.
• Tribal and clan responsibilities are paramount, an employee may be
absent from work for many days.

Aspects of NA/AN culture, beliefs and practices that
promote the implementation of effective AIVRS
• In most Native languages there is no word or concept
for “Disability”. Differences or varying abilities are
viewed as “Gifts from the Creator” and the Tribal
community assists in finding ways for members with
disabilities to contribute.
• A few Tribes reported that disability was viewed as a
“stigma” and reported “feelings of shame” and “people
with disabilities hidden at home”.
• Holistic view of wellness. Treat the whole person body,
mind, and spirit. Healing from the inside out.

Aspects of NA/AN cultures, beliefs and practices
that promote the implementation of effective AIVRS.
• Subsistence lifestyles are “real” employment.
Subsistence is a well-respected, culturally integrated
way of life, but a hard fit into the “Federal competitive
employment” outcome definition.
• Sweat Lodges, Long Houses, Walking the Circle, Talking
Circles, Ceremonial Fires, Seasonal Ceremonies all
support holistic wellness.
• The role of humor. The telling of a funny story or a
“good joke”, especially a joke on someone else.

Aspects of NA/AN cultures, beliefs and practices that were
barriers to the implementation of effective AIVRS.

• Trust is critical in establishing a counseling relationship and
this is accomplished through meaningful interactions over
time.
• Trust issues with non-Natives.
• People are reluctant to share private, personal information
about a disability with a stranger/non confident.
• VR Counselor and Consumer relationships may become
complicated when family and friends are members of the
AIVRS staff.
• Believing that family ties will get you the job, even if you
do not have the qualifications.

When people first seek out VR services, what
changes are they most often wanting to make in
their lives.
• Most people want economic survival and require the basic life needs of
food and shelter.
• Immediate needs are for a job with a paycheck, and then higher order
needs.
• Many are lost, disenfranchised, depressed and in a low place. A
significant necessity is to meet basic needs first before employment
goals can be developed
• People feel of little value, no money, no job, and no hope.
• Today’s young adults come from 3 generations of loss of culture and
language, poverty, alcoholism and more recently drug disorders. These
youth are the first generation to grow up with pervasive Tribal
economic development and employment on the reservation.
• Some have specific education or employment goals.

When people first seek out VR services, what
changes are they most often wanting to make in
their lives.
• Depends upon their disability. Many want to contribute to
their families. Others want to take steps toward success.
• Consumers want to be self-sufficient and not on welfare.
They want to overcome substance disorders. They want to
accept and adjust to their disability.
• Consumers want to learn how to be employable in a nonNative world, as too few jobs exist in many Tribal
communities.
• Few job opportunities so many consumers want training.
Others were hurt on a job and need retraining.

The most powerful supports and services the AIVRS
programs offer to assist consumers in making the
changes they are seeking.
Services that impact positive life changes for consumers:
• Counseling and guidance.
• Job Placement that meets immediate needs.
• Physical and mental restorations if real change is to occur.
• Training for lifelong economic change, if they can make the time
commitment.
• Assist in getting startup equipment and materials that are needed to
enhance subsistence lifestyle.
• Collaborate with other Tribal and State programs and services to meet
diverse and immediate needs.
• Empower people who really want a hand up and not a hand out. The
AIVRS program becomes a powerful ally in lifestyle change.

The most powerful supports and services the AIVRS
programs offer to assist consumers in making the
changes they are seeking.
• Consumers are often embarrassed and as prideful people
find it difficult to walk through AIVRS’ door and ask for help.
Consumers do not want charity, but a “jump start”.
• Talking Circles to discuss adjusting to their disability can be
very life changing.
• Teaching Job Seeking Skills is generally a must.
• Provision of cultural wellness activities, along with
encouragement, and using Tribal mentors as teachers of
traditional skills.
• Reconnecting with Native cultural and spiritual teachings.

Program accomplishments that AIVRS Directors
are most proud.
• High quality programs. Excellent services that promote successful
consumer outcomes.
• Majority of AIVRS staff are tribal members in many programs.
• Increase in disability awareness and acceptance across Tribal
entities and communities.
• Great customer service is an AIVRS trademark.
• Creating and implementing subsistence employment plans with
consumers.
• In today’s competitive economic market, AIVRS help Tribal
members with disabilities prepare for employment through
effective collaboration with State VR agencies.
• AIVRS having a positive reputation!

Program accomplishments that
AIVRS Directors are most proud.
• Success stories – Empowerment stories.
• Successful interaction with other Tribal healing systems.
• Working with youth with disabilities – seeing successes with
employment while still in school.
• Breaking down disability stigma and stereotypes through outreach,
information and the successes of individual consumers.
• Self-employment and Business Incubator Models, which have many
successes.
• Creating training in Financial Literacy and Employability Skills, as many
people have never had a job.
• Keeping student school through graduation, with lots of advocacy
services.
• Computers and improved technology on reservations and in villages.

Important lessons AIVRS Directors have
learned.
• Never give up on a consumer! Someone may fail 2,
3 or more times, and then they succeed!
• Employ qualified staff who’s top priority is wanting
consumers to succeed.
• Do whatever needs to be done for your AIVRS
program to flourish.
• Learn to listen. Embrace the culture.
• Listen to the Tribal Elders and follow their direction.
• Embrace Native traditional values and recognize the
beauty of a subsistence lifestyle.

Important lessons AIVRS Directors
have learned.
• Call other AIVRS Directors for suggestions and advice. Visit other
AIVRS programs. Utilize available technical support.
• Help provided through - RSA Program Officers, RSA monthly calls, 121
Listserv, CANAR, NAU AIVRTTAC, and NWIC TVR Institute!
• Every Native community is different and AIVRS needs a “good fit” into
each community!
• Patience – Trust – Mutual Respect between a Tribe and their AIVRS
program.
• Positive working relationships with Tribal leaders and Cultural teachers.
• Be “culturally flexible” within the guidelines of Federal Regulations.
• Appreciate the rhythm and timing of Tribal culture and traditions.

Important lessons AIVRS Directors
have learned.
• Relax and be patient with the job search because
employment takes time.
• The quality of life for people with disabilities is more
important than obtaining a “26 successful closure”!
• Adjust to social economic and political changes of your
Tribe, local areas, State and Federal governments in
order to move with the times.

Learn about the best advice AIVRS Directors received, advice for
new AIVRS Directors, and advice for NA/AN communities that are
implementing an AIVRS program.

Best advice received
• For the best solution, assess the situation, take time to
think the situation over, then act.
• Do not take the stress of the job home with you. Need
balance in your life. Be present for your family.
• Listen more, speak less.
• Consult with your Tribal Elders.
• Contact other AIVRS Directors and learn about their
AIVRS programs.

Learn about the best advice AIVRS Directors received, advice
for new AIVRS Directors, and advice for NA/AN communities
that are implementing an AIVRS program.

Best advice received
• Be your genuine self.
• Visualize the change you can achieve.
• Be a good listener.
• Even the biggest problems will pass.
• Time is not replaceable. Take care and value how you
use it.
• Work well with all partners – Native and non-Native.
• Ask RSA and other AIVRS Directors if you are unsure.

Advice AIVRS Directors would give a new AIVRS
Director.
• Learn Federal Rules and Regulations early. Hire the very best staff.
• Be open to new perspectives. Think outside the box.
• Job shadow with experienced AIVRS Directors. Visit other AIVRS
programs.
• Make certain the IPE is a good fit for each consumer. Practice informed
choice.
• Discover your own “Community of AIVRS Directors” and keep in contact
with them.
• Do not allow your Tribal Council or Chief Financial Officer to dictate how
to run your AIVRS program. This can be a delicate situation, but
consult with other AIVRS Directors or your RSA Project Officer for
suggestions.
• Know VR practices and learn the best way to facilitate VR services in
your community.

Advice AIVRS Directors would give a new AIVRS
Director.
• Respect Tribal elders, AIVRS staff, consumers and most of all
yourself.

• Listen, observe, think and then speak.
• Learn the Federal Regulations, know your community, and then
develop your AIVRS program that fits your community setting.
• Be aware of your AIVRS staffs’ abilities, skills and interests and how
they can best contribute to the growth of the AIVRS program.
• Treat AIVRS staff and consumers like you would want to be treated.
• RSA Administrators and Project Officers are your friends. Access
their knowledge and resources. They are vested in AIVRS success!
• CANAR, NAU AIVRTTAC and NWIC TVR Institute are here for
you!

Advice AIVRS Directors would give another NA/AN
community about implementing AIVRS
• Learn and understand the Federal VR model, Rules and Regulations.
• Acquire input from your Tribal community, especially Tribal elders,
leaders and individuals with disabilities to determine how AIVRS would
best be carried out.
• Be committed to your Tribal community and work hard to make the
AIVRS program successful.
• Establish working relationships with traditional teachers, to incorporate
traditional teachings and activities in order to help people with
disabilities reconnect to their culture.

• Research! Research! Research! Talk with other AIVRS Directors,
Counselors and staff.
• Although each Tribal community is different, there are a lot of
similarities.

Advice AIVRS Directors would give another NA/AN
community about implementing AIVRS.
• Make friends with your State VR agencies to share resources,
service provision, and consumers. Work together with open
communication. State VR has 100 years of expertise and AIVRS
can learn from them. We can achieve more together as we meet
mutual needs.
• Learn the Regulations. Be patient. Stay neutral in “politics”. Work
to empower not enable. Set and communicate clear expectations.
• Identify barriers: gather Tribal input and consider all input as you
develop and implement your AIVRS program and services. Learn
and know the culture of your Tribal community, particularly as it
relates to AIVRS. Tribal beliefs and practices about disability –
stigma, gift from the Creator or somewhere in between.
• Take time to talk. Native people prefer oral and visual
communication – not overwhelming detailed paperwork.

Gain knowledge about “visions for the future”
as AIVRS Directors look into the years ahead
• Everyone who wants to work can work.
• AIVRS program is long standing and is of high quality. These
standards will continue long after an AIVRS Director is gone.
• Provide more AIVRS services to Tribal people with disabilities in the
communities where they live.
• Keep doing what AIVRS is doing – but on a larger scale.
• Insure that AIVRS continues to make a difference!
• Non-competitive funding. So much time, effort and stress goes into
our grant competition, with uncertain continuation. Tribal programs
compete against our brothers and sisters in our AIVRS family.

Next Steps
1. I thoroughly enjoyed our interview discussions, learned
valuable information, formed lots of new ideas and I realized
how much we all have in common – a truly shared bond.
2. Let us all continue these conversations, develop an on-going
Community of Practice and together we can greatly impact our
AIVRS world.
Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can
change the world; indeed, it's the only thing that ever has.
Margaret Mead, Anthropologist

Megwetch!

