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A hand-up

MDRS helps provide opportunities for people with disabilities

By Judy Smith
For the Leader-Call

Many people take basic opportuni-
ties in life for granted, not realizing how
fortunate they are to be seen, heard and
considered for employment to contribute
to society. The Mississippi Department of
Rehabilitation Services was established
to assist Mississippians with disabilities,
preparing them for their futures.

“We help Mississippians with disabili-
ties obtain new careers to allow them to
overcome obstacles and live more inde-
pendently as they face new challenges in
their lives,” said Jennifer Gray, director of
the MDRS Office of Communication.

The staffers at MDRS seek to serve
and help provide opportunities for many
individuals who would not normally re-
ceive primary privileges in society. Under
the umbrella of MDRS, there are offices
focused on helping people with specific
disabilities. The Office of Vocational Re-
habilitation and Vocational Rehabilitation
for the Blind offer individualized services
to those with vision difficulties, helping
them to obtain and maintain careers.

“We offer services such as counseling
and guidance, assistive technology, train-
ing, hearing aids, physical restoration and
so much more,” Gray said.

The Office of Special Disabilities Pro-
grams specializes in assisting those with
traumatic brain injuries or spinal cord in-
juries. MSDR helps them to reside in their
own homes and communities as opposed
to long-term care facilities.

“Services include personal care atten-
dants, home and vehicle modifications,
and durable medical equipment,” Gray
said. “Many accommodations come from
our assistive technology program that can
provide technology and equipment to help
individuals attain their career or daily
living goals.”

Job placement services are individual-
ized for each client based on their voca-
tional goals. MSDR partners with large
and small businesses around the state to
assist businesses and corporations in lo-
cating and hiring individuals with disabili-
ties.

“We have clients who prefer to work in
a factory setting, while others prefer the
hospitality industry, corporate settings,
hospitals, and everything in between, just
to name a few examples,” Gray said.

A program that MSDR officials are eager
to promote is the Project SEARCH Pro-
gram. It is a unique, business-led, nine-
month employment preparation program
that takes place entirely at the workplace.
Up to 12 students with disabilities can
experience total workplace immersion,
classroom instruction, career exploration
and hands-on training through three dif-
ferent worksite rotations.

“The goal for each participant is compet-
itive employment,” Gray said. “To reach
that goal, the program provides real-life
work experience combined with training
in employability and independent living
skills to help young people with significant
disabilities make successful transitions to
productive adult lives.”

The Project SEARCH Program has a site
at South Central Regional Medical Center
that was started in 2019. It started with
the Jones County School District, and
14 young adults have participated in the
program. In 2021-22, the Forrest County
School District joined the program.

“We have 22 sites across the state,”
Gray said. “Typically, MDRS and Project
SEARCH partner with a school district
and a business. Many are at factories or
hospitals, but we do currently have two
adult programs for those who are out of
school.”

The Project SEARCH Program has seen
incredible success and progress, and the
future looks bright for this innovative
program, officials agreed. Gray is honored
to be a part of this program and MSDR
as a whole, she said. Her favorite part of
her work is seeing and being part of the
success stories of their clients.

“Helping people find their independence
and live more independently is our ‘Why,”
Gray said. “Knowing you made a differ-
ence at the end of the day is what matters.
From parents thanking you for the Project
SEARCH program and what we’ve done
in their young adult’s life is a feeling like
none other.

“When you see individuals who have
received prosthetic legs from our services
and get the chance to observe the full
impact that our services have had on the
lives of those individuals, helping them
change their lives and futures are amazing
things to see. Our employees are dedicated
to making a difference in the lives of the
people we serve each and every day.”

Gray’s love and compassion for others
have led her to the perfect career. Her
fellow associates also love and cherish
each of their clients and often go the long
distance to make sure that these individ-
uals are not discriminated against be-
cause of their disabilities. MSDR works to
ensure that all individuals receive equal
opportunities. It brings them joy to help in
some way — large or small — to help these
individuals with disabilities live full lives
with independence and purpose.

“The MDRS works to assist the entire
individual in all aspects of life that we
can,” Gray said. “These wonderful individ-
uals deserve the right to be seen and heard
and given the same opportunities as those
who are not disabled. Those are rights that
all people deserve despite any differences
they possess, and we are working hard to
make it a level playing field for citizens
with disabilities so that they may receive
the same opportunities in this world as
everyone else.”

For more information, visit www.mdrs.
ms.gov to fill out a referral form or call
1-800-443-1000 to learn more about this
organization and to reach out to someone
in your county who can assist individuals
with disabilities by helping them to map
out their career goals based upon their
individual needs. Based on the informa-
tion obtained, a counselor will contact
the individual and the family to begin the
assessment process to help these individ-
uals find a career path that suits them and
helps them to live independent lives.
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