Senate Committee on Economic Development, Housing, and General Affairs
Vermont State House

115 State Street

Montpelier, VT 05633-5301

Dear Chair Clarkson and Members of the Committee,

I am writing in support of S.173 and the proposed repeal of the vocational rehabilitation
screening requirement. As a vocational rehabilitation counselor with more than 30 years
of experience in Vermont’s workers’ compensation system, I believe this legislation will
improve access to services for Vermont workers injured on the job.

The screening process was created to help control system costs. In practice, however, it
has functioned more as a barrier to services than a cost-control tool. It often delays or
prevents access to vocational rehabilitation, even for workers who clearly cannot return
to their prior occupations — the very group the system is meant to help.

Vocational rehabilitation plays a key role in helping injured workers return to meaningful
employment and regain financial stability. The screening requirement adds another
procedural step but lacks a strong enforcement structure to ensure fair and timely access.
The Department of Labor has limited capacity to monitor compliance, and there is little
practical remedy when insurers do not follow vocational rehabilitation requirements or
when delays occur. As a result, access to services can depend more on process and insurer
discretion than on vocational need. This is less about individual fault and more about
gaps in how the system is structured and enforced.

Repealing the screening requirement would remove a barrier that has proven difficult to
administer and enforce, and that has too often delayed recovery and return-to-work
outcomes for injured Vermonters.

I would also like to raise a related issue not addressed in S.173: the weakening of the
“suitable wage” standard in vocational rehabilitation. About a decade ago, Department of
Labor rules changed the definition of suitable wage from “no less than 80 percent of the
pre-injury wage” to “as close as reasonably possible to 100 percent of the pre-injury
wage.” While this sounded like an improvement, the way it has been applied has reduced
expectations around wage restoration and weakened the goal of rebuilding earning
capacity. This runs counter to the purpose of vocational rehabilitation and deserves
legislative review.

Passage of S.173 would be an important step toward improving fairness, consistency, and
access for injured workers in Vermont. I appreciate your consideration and would be
happy to answer any questions.

Thank you for your service to the people of Vermont.
Sincerely,

Jay Spiegel, MSW

Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor
VT Certification #0093

1008 Keene Road

Washington, VT 05675



Voice: 802-249-8235
Fax: 802-419-4824



