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FORUM SYNOPSIS
A quote from Henry Ford, provided at the beginning of the Earning forum summarized the intent and success of the forum aptly: “Coming together is a beginning, keeping together is progress, and working together is success.”

The regional Earning Forum brought together a variety of stakeholders in the Midwest region of the county, all of whom share a commitment to improving employment for individuals with disabilities.  Through the 2.5 days, individuals listened to one another, shared resources with one another, inspired one another, and made plans for the future together. The information shared gave participants renewed energy and commitment to make change happen in their home states and communities.  

LOGISTICS

The regional Earning Forum took place at the Detroit Marriott at the Renaissance Center in Detroit, Michigan.  Almost 100 people, including stakeholders from the region (which included IL, IN, OH, MI, WI, and MN), as well as NCD Council and staff members, participated in the event. 

OVERVIEW
The NCD Earning Forum clearly addressed systemic change issues. Kim Peck, Director of Rehabilitation Services, Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development, noted that the real challenge lies in the details.  As the layers are peeled away when examining systems, the barriers to making change become evident. Change takes time, effort, and struggle. Ambitions must be scaled back and goals altered to achieve some type of measurable success, especially over a shorter-term period.   

The forum began with a statement of values—predominantly the importance of high expectations that people with disabilities can and should work. A “picture of employment in the region” was examined through the lenses of data, partnerships, and systems.  While the Forum centered on systemic change, the stories of individuals and their own expectations of their futures wove through many of the discussions.  
To help frame the discussion, early questions were asked about how work influences life choices and decisions on multiple levels.  Questions such as: What constitutes work? What do we mean when we say “work”? What are the positions, the skills, and the industries that are going to form the basis of the economy in the future? How are we enabling our own communities to prepare citizens with disabilities to interface with that landscape? Are we developing and building systems so that youth with disabilities get the information, the skills, and the training that they need so when they exit high school (with the important assumption that they will exit high school), they will be able to have successful post secondary options?

Conversations led to the recognition that systems require adaptability and flexibility in response to economic cycles.  Speakers did not bemoan the status of unemployment or the economic downturn as they outlined their current and future initiatives; rather they explored conversation that emphasized entrepreneurial opportunities, promotional opportunities within job sites, and sustainability factors for employers in the areas of benefits and accommodation provisions. The “Great Recession” serves as a noticeable barrier in this region. However, it has not halted regional partnerships and initiatives.

People with disabilities, particularly those with the most significant and profound disabilities, need flexible supports to not only allow them to come in and out of the system but to thrive at the same level as their peers. Presenters noted the need for a wraparound system of supports, knowing that employees will have periodic stressors, while, at times, experiencing cycles of employment and unemployment.  

Throughout the forum, presentations and comments continually referenced the importance of training: benefits training, training for workforce development systems, training for Community Rehabilitation Providers (CRPs), training throughout the employment system and understanding how the systems worked together. Some of the systems described are struggling with the definition of employment.  What constitutes a job: hours, wages, positions, tasks, and settings?  Throughout the forum, participants emphasized President Obama's Executive Order and the commitment to see 100,000 federal positions filled by individuals with disabilities. How will the Executive Order be implemented, and what enforcement mechanisms are in place to assure compliance of federal contractors with the Rehabilitation Act Section 503 requirements to take affirmative steps to hire, retain, and promote qualified people with disabilities?
FORUM HIGHLIGHTS
Host State Welcome
Andy Levin, Acting Director of the Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth, set the stage for the Forum:  “As we come together for the regional forum, in the midst of the Great Recession, a new workforce will emerge.”  With the values of Michigan’s “No Worker Left Behind” initiative, he explained that the success of the worker of the future, with or without a disability, would be predicated on skills. There must be greater attention paid to the demand side of the employment equation.  The State of Michigan is providing free tuition at its community colleges (and offers funds to those in training to help assure course completion) to help prepare for the skills that the new economy will require.   
According to Mr. Levin, individuals do not need a GED, they need jobs and career pathways.  He reminded participants of the current workforce challenges and opportunities particularly cultural diversity and veterans coming back from two wars, many of whom have disabilities.  He remarked that people aged 65 - 75 are returning to the workforce.  He emphasized the importance of individual accommodation and noted the importance of accelerating and contextualizing education. Mr. Levin stated that workforce development systems, priorities, policies and practices are inclusive of people with disabilities and noted that in Michigan, vocational rehabilitation is and should always be part of this system.

Regional Background Presentations
Through research studies and employment data, Bill Erickson, Research Specialist from the Employment and Disability Institute of Cornell University, helped to contextualize the conversations that followed by sharing employment-related data regarding people with disabilities in the region.


Bill Erickson’s presentation on data was stark but informative.  He noted that 12.1% of the U.S. population has a disability.  However, that number does not include people who are institutionalized (another challenge with data collection). It is important to make sure that all individuals are factored into data collection. He also talked about gaps in existing research and pointed out the strong correlation between disability and poverty. Mr. Erickson also referenced data showing a lack of healthcare amongst many in the region, making mention of this fact while also citing the numerous industries in the region that often cause disability.  

The regional employment statistics are as follows: Wisconsin, 45.1% of people with disabilities are employed, Indiana and Illinois, 39.8%, Ohio, 38.3% and Michigan, 33.6%.  16.6% of people with disabilities in the region have health care coverage.

Mr. Erickson noted the following:

· One in six people is disabled; 

· Disabled individuals are employed at half the rate of people without disabilities;

· Disabled individuals’ income is a third less than their non-disabled co-workers;  
· Of people with disabilities, 25% live at the poverty level; and 
· One in six persons with disabilities has no health insurance.  
Following Mr. Erickson’s presentation, Rahnee Patrick, Director of Independent Living at Access Living in Chicago, IL,questioned whether people with disabilities truly want to work given all that they lose by doing so.  Does a line exist between welfare and work?  She spoke about the difficult choices that so many individuals face when they go to work, e.g., a loss of benefits and supports.
As Mr. Erickson had noted, Ms. Patrick reemphasized that those who are institutionalized are not even counted in the American Community Survey. One in five institutional residents want to live in the community, but they can earn only $30/month; and the nursing facility gets the remainder. Reform is desperately needed.  She urged states to stop spending money on institutions. She demonstrated through data how the Midwest region is behind the national trend in institutional support, and a definite need exists to reverse state spending on segregated vs. integrated supports.

State Presentations

Michigan

Jaye Porter, Bureau Director, Michigan Rehabilitation Services (MRS), led additional presenters from Michigan in a discussion about the importance of partnerships and collaboration.  Speakers noted the existing partnerships between independent living (wrap-around supports) and small business ownership.  Partnerships were highlighted in four of the five annual goals of the Michigan Rehabilitation Services Agency.

MRS hires a small business development consultant to assist its clients in planning for and starting personal businesses.  As a result, there has been growth in a variety of viable businesses such as auto care, lawn care, a company that digitally records ancestries, and an awards engraving business.  MRS is developing a handbook for use by the MRS counselors on how to encourage small business development and use centers for independent living to provide services such as transportation in rural areas.  The MRS provides counseling and rehab engineering.  This concentration on small business development has been a major policy change within the agency. Not only has there been an increase in the number of entrepreneurs with disabilities but also an increase in the hiring of people with disabilities in these small businesses. 

Minnesota

Kim Peck, Director of Rehabilitation Services, Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development, and Kathy Sweeney, Strategic Projects Director for the Workforce Development Division, Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development, talked about the co‑location of workforce development and VR. Their presentation reported a very successful start to that initiative.  They referred to the consistency of the brand so that the One‑Stops are recognized for overlapping service provisions between departments and agencies for both workforce development and vocational rehab services.  
For 10 years, Ms. Peck noted, this design worked well, but then the state created an umbrella agency, which resulted in a decline in the quality of the service.  Employers became the primary customer, and less attention was paid to jobseekers with disabilities. During the RSA monitoring visit last year, the system deficiencies were noted, and VR was told that it was operating in violation of federal regulations regarding proportional benefit. The umbrella agency is now aware that there is an expectation that with funds come services, and changes are underway.  

One of the lessons learned, as shared by the Minnesota presenters was that systems are fragile.  There is no guarantee that quality practices will continue for the long term.  Changes in leadership and changes in participants can alter the way services are delivered.  This is particularly true when there are personnel shifts in state agencies and leaders who are not familiar with employment systems.

Wisconsin

Charlene Dwyer, Administrator of the Wisconsin Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, and John Reiser, Director of the Wisconsin Office for Independence and Employment, discussed the Family Care project, which is a successful, multi-agency partnership designed to bring effectiveness within the state’s managed care system, while providing long-term support for those individuals needing it for employment retention. Mr. Reiser noted that the project is entering its final state of implementation final phases of implementing family care statewide.  It's a dramatic change.  The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid thought the state needed another choice option and the solution to that is a self‑directed program of support so people can get some assistance by using brokers.  Individuals identify their own services and supports funded by individual budgets.

Family care serves about 93,400 people with DD/ID in the program with an equal number of people with physical disabilities and a larger number of people with frail elders. One of the original purposes of family care besides trying to create a better service structure is to increase consumer satisfaction.  The project resulted in greater efficiencies and flexibility without cutting services and to improve employment outcomes. 

 Ms. Dwyer commented that Wisconsin has eliminated wait lists and is seeking to improve integrated outcomes.  VR is ready and willing to take individuals who have been on the wait list and have them leave the agency with jobs. Wisconsin VR is under an Order of Selection but is not concerned or afraid of demand.  Individuals will be served.    

Ohio

John Martin, Director of the Ohio Department of Developmental Disabilities; Marcy Samuel, Director of Program Operations for Franklin County Board of Developmental Disabilities; and Michael Rench, Administrator for Ohio Rehabilitation Services Commission, led presenters from Ohio in a discussion about their state’s Partnership Program, a collaborative venture between Ohio’s Rehabilitation Services Commission and Department of Developmental Disabilities.  
They noted that the partnership is particularly important for individuals who need long‑term support because VR is a time-limited service delivery system. This panel emphasized that sheltered workshops are not a cost-effective model of service.  Instead, they recognized a need for a shift away from workshops; assistance should be given to sheltered workshop operators to help them implement alternative ways of doing business so that they can be economically viable and provide services to individuals that result in competitive employment.

Federal Focus on Employment

Lynnae Ruttledge, Commissioner of the Rehabilitation Services Administration, and Byron Zuidema, Regional Administrator for the U.S. Department of Labor, Employment & Training Administration (Chicago), shared their perspectives about the importance of the One‑stop system and the intersection with the VR community. Both contend that better reporting systems and data are needed. They made mention of the importance of monitoring the impact of the absence of the Disability Navigators for people with disabilities’ efforts to access the One-stops. They both maintain there need to be sustainability teams within the One-stops to assure the maintenance of quality services, as well as a new culture in the staff, integrated resource teams, and targeted recruitment efforts and strategies.

Ruttledge and Zuidema also remarked that reauthorization of the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) has to be based on accountability.  Their vision described a service delivery system that emphasized the co-dependent role that One-stop Centers and other State agencies. The One‑stop centers must increase person-to-person engagement with employers to improve their understanding about local and sector-based employment. Experience across and within states varies in the One‑stop systems. What does the integration of these systems look like?  It will be important to bring the best of these collaborations together to identify promising practices and encourage replication of these across the country.  

The public VR system is currently serving one million people per year.  Half are served following an order of selection based upon severity of the disability.  Systems need to ensure that employment is competitive and that VR is preparing people to be successful in a global economy.  Ms. Ruttledge mentioned three key areas of priority for her tenure at RSA: (1) assisting states related to their fiscal issues; (2) making sure they have the resources for the match; and (3) paying close attention to the organizational placement of VR and the status of VR agencies within states.  

Ms. Ruttledge also discussed the importance of transition from high school for youth with disabilities.  Only 22% of youth with disabilities complete high school.  There are pockets of excellence around the country including inclusive college opportunities. Still, many young people are falling through the cracks, such as individuals with learning disabilities.  

How can public policy assure that the federal agencies not only meet but also exceed their employment goals?  Engagement with private employers is essential along with continuing discussion about the education and training that they deem relevant for jobs.  The President’s Executive Order intends to increase federal employment of individuals with disabilities (with a target of 100,000).  Setting a measurable goal raises the expectations of employers (through increasing their outreach to and hiring of people with disabilities) and employees with disabilities (through broadening their job application skills, interviewing techniques, and employment development goals). 
Henry Claypool, Director of the Office on Disability, U.S. Health and Human Services, emphasized that The Affordable Care Act reinforces employment.  Within it, he noted, there are assurances that individuals with disabilities will receive health insurance.  Lee Perselay, Disability Counsel for the Office of Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA), discussed the recent legislative restoration of Congressional intent of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), which was needed on account of the previous watering down of several of its original provisions because of Supreme Court decisions.  With a new composition of Justices on the Court and the passage of the ADA amendments in 2008 which restores the definition of who is covered under ADA and provides more specificity, there is hope that the ADA will remain strong when it is challenged in the future. Also, Mr. Perselay urged attendees to advocate for adoption of the Community First Choice option, starting in October 2011.  If they choose to pick it up, states will receive an additional 6% in their federal matching funds. 
Marie Strahan, Chief of Staff for the Office of Disability and Employment Policy (ODEP), U.S. Department of Labor, discussed ODEP’s three main priorities.  The first is to promote the President’s Executive Order on employment of people with disabilities within the federal government.  The second is the importance of reducing backlog and making progress within the federal systems particularly related to federal contractors and their compliance with Section 503 of the Rehabilitation Act.  The third is the recommendation to use Ticket to Work to leverage employment through the supportive notion that individuals who have a ticket are financially better off than those who do not have one. 
Employer Perspectives

Merrill Friedman, Assistant Vice President of Advocacy and National Partnerships, Amerigroup Corporation, emphasized the importance of talking to employers and developing relationships with them.  Many employers have diversity initiatives within their businesses and recognize the importance of people with disabilities as partners in the initiatives.  Large organizations such as the American Association of People with Disabilities (AAPD) position themselves as recruitment pipelines to business organizations. Businesses often say that they want to hire people with disabilities, but they don’t know where to find them.  Ms. Friedman argued that there needs to be greater visibility of One-Stops, VR, Centers for Independent Living (CILs) and providers.  In the midst of the Great Recession lies an excellent opportunity to reach out to establish and build business relationships.

Ms. Ruttledge briefed the participants about the Business Leadership Network’s recent annual conference at which 400 small, medium, and large businesses were represented. Numerous presentations centered on the business case. The case is not the disability; the case is what the person can do for that business. She noted that the BLN is eager to help develop new affiliates.  

Regarding employment innovations, Ms. Ruttledge told participants about several programs that were put in place by the Washington State VR agency.  ‘Say Hey’ was a quarterly gathering to celebrate VR clients who had acquired jobs during the quarter.  She noted that these celebrations not only mark success but also raise excitement and expectation among peers and family members. ‘Jobs by June’ is another program that set numerical expectations for job acquisition for transition aged youth.  Ms. Ruttledge emphasized the importance of working with colleges, particularly because there are numerous new federal and state projects that are seeking youth with disabilities for inclusive college academic programs.

Several participants discussed the need for qualified providers, particularly those who can work with job seekers with significant employment challenges.  Training is vital. Other participants noted that systems change is not only at a state level, it's also at a community level.  Depending upon the states, there may be greater complexity when constructing change initiatives. 
A growing trend in service delivery is community based non-work.  While the competitive employment numbers for people with ID/DD have flattened, now there is a rise in community non-work experiences, which can be construed as going backward in a service delivery mechanism.  Individuals may be living independently in the community, but the activities in which they engage do not assist them in developing marketable skills.
Medicaid Infrastructure Grants
Medicaid Infrastructure Grants (MIGS) are due to expire in December 2011, according to Effie George, Health Insurance Specialist for the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, Disabled and Elderly Health Programs Group.  She shared that 43 states were awarded grants last year, and these projects encouraged policy development, provided training and technical assistance, and funded demonstration projects.  There will be pressure put upon state and federal systems to take lessons learned and sustain the activities in order to improve the employment rates of people with disabilities. 

Alliance for Full Participation

The AFP is an organization comprised of 14 national organizations that support community inclusion of individuals with ID/DD.  Karen Flippo, Institute for Community Inclusion and AFP State Teams Liaison, noted that currently the AFP is embarking on a national challenge to increase the employment rate of people with ID/DD from 22% to 44% by 2015.  State teams are organizing around the country to advocate for program and policy initiatives to influence positive employment changes.  Several states within the region (e.g.,Indiana, Illinois and Minnesota) have active AFP state teams, and recruitment is continuing in those states without AFP representation.

STATE DELEGATIONS

Small Group Discussions
Time was allotted for individuals from the states represented to meet with one another, reflect on the panel presentations, and contribute to facilitated discussions that identified areas of group interest for continued work returning to their home states. 
Michigan Delegation’s Objectives for Continued Work following the Forum:
· Seek peer supports and peer mentors at colleges;
· Pressure Congressional delegation for federal dollars to make sure that there is greater outreach to people with disabilities;
· Identify federal employers across the state and federal contractors and underscore commitment to hire people with disabilities;
· Recognize that leadership exists in several areas but this needs to continue after the election with the important message of embracing increased employment for people with disabilities;
· Establish a clearinghouse for opportunities such as internships;
· Promote educational opportunities through the CILs (pilot in Oakland may grow into something else);
· Pursue asset development initiatives;
· Support the Protection and Advocacy agency’s work to keep kids out of the corrections system;
· Build from the Wisconsin model to support employment and long-term services; and
· Build an AFP state team

Ohio Delegation’s Objectives Continued Work following the Forum:
· Discuss local issues;
· Support CILs’ provision of opportunity for employment supports;
· Identify state dollars to meet federal match; and
· Challenge the limitations around the education of students with severe disabilities and how their inclusion will positively impact the educational system.
Wisconsin Delegation’s Objectives Continued Work following the Forum:
· Expedite the hiring initiative for government jobs in Wisconsin prior to new state leadership assuming office (changes anticipated because of election);
· Emphasize youth at risk; apprentice programs have been very successful; 100% graduation rate and 10,000 students have been through the program over the last 15 years but youth with significant disabilities have not been targeted.  Will go back home and work to have this as a goal (a carve out of that program);
· Work on the benefits offset demonstration project (Social Security);
· Review pre-vocational services policy: finding tremendous resistance from the sheltered workshop community, which is very politically active.  In December, CRP staff around the state will receive training in how to provide customized employment.  Training will include those who work at sheltered workshopss
· Ask Department of Public Construction, VR and Medicaid to promote an Employment First policy.  Hold a conference to do so—amplify the current interagency and have these as handouts at the conference so that the audience will become aware that the agreements exist 
ADDITIONAL FOLLOW-UP

The following issues were highlighted during the Earning Forum and require additional discussion, information dissemination on best practices, research or policy change:
· How do we creatively guide people toward high growth employment?
· Many of the jobs that individuals have traditionally obtained result in limited career development opportunities, low growth, and low job satisfaction.  

· Policy changes are needed that will encourage individuals to seek out jobs with benefits 

· Redirect monies to community‑based employment versus facility‑based employment.

· More transportation options for employment. If people can't get to a business, the process fails. 

· Benefits. Study work incentives plans and an incentive infrastructure that makes benefits management available to the person throughout their working careers. It can't only be one step in time because employment and wages are cyclical. 

· Greater employer awareness of the benefits of a diverse workforce.

· Bust the myth that people with disabilities cannot work.  

· Understand and apply a dual customer approach in employment services:  the job seeker with a disability and the employer both receive attention.
· As long as we are restricting access to employment projects to a specific DD population, you leave everyone else in the dust, e.g., autism.  There must be a better way of addressing people based on need not label.

· SSI/Medicaid programs need to make changes to lift people up with supports to improve economic capacity. Currently they create barriers to employment.

· Would be great if more people in each region could hear the panel presentations. Often people in the regions are not exposed to the “bigger” picture. Perhaps do a day by invitation and then open up the second day to others.

· Support people with cognitive disabilities in college. IEP supports do not continue in college and limits success.
CONCLUSION

Although the Midwest region has been hard hit by the economy, those in attendance at the Earning Forum demonstrated energy, accomplishments, leadership, and a clear direction for change.  While challenges were discussed openly, the panel members and participants offered numerous solutions on how to improve employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities in the region, and participants left energized after sharing state-based resolutions for additional planning, action, and follow-through. 
PAGE  
12

