
[image: image6.png]ANEW DAY: WE'RE LISTENING  + Dalls, TX + January 21, 2010




Office of Disability Employment Policy Listening Tour

U.S. Department of Labor Region III 

Listening Session

Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi,

North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee[image: image1] 
Summary
Shepherd Center

2020 Peachtree Road NW

Atlanta, GA
February 24, 2010
9:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m.

A New Day:  We’re Listening

Office of Disability Employment Policy

U.S. Department of Labor Region III

Summary

Table of Contents


1INTRODUCTION


1EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


2KEY ISSUES


4WHAT’S WORKING


4STRATEGIES IDENTIFIED BY ATLANTA PRESENTERS


9RECOMMENDATIONS


10ATLANTA LISTENING PANEL


11INDIVIDUALS WHO PRESENTED COMMENTS TO THE PANEL




This report was prepared under the direction of Event Strategies, Inc. under Contract #GS23F0091M for the Office of Disability Employment Policy at the U.S. Department of Labor.  The statements and recommendations in this report are those of the individuals who provided either verbal or written comments, as well as their release for their use, and do not necessarily represent the views or policies of the U.S. Department of Labor.
A New Day:  We’re Listening

U.S. Department of Labor Region III
INTRODUCTION

On February 24, 2010, the U.S. Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) held the fifth of a series of six Listening Sessions in Atlanta, GA.  The purpose of the Listening Session was to provide a forum to collect information and comments from stakeholders about best practices and key issues to be addressed by Federal systems regarding the employability, employment, retention and promotion of people with disabilities.

Noting that “the employment figures for people with disabilities are way too low,” ODEP Assistant Secretary Kathleen Martinez invited representatives from other Federal agencies to participate on the listening panel. Assistant Secretary Martinez said, “I am pleased to announce that the Department of Labor (DOL) is working in tandem with other Federal agencies to change this picture as we strive for good jobs for everyone, including those of us with disabilities.”

Assistant Secretary Martinez invited stakeholders to provide input in three key areas:  (1) More effective ways to increase employment of women, Veterans and minorities with disabilities; (2) identification of Federal and state systems effectively collaborating to achieve successful employment outcomes for people with disabilities; and (3) identification of three top issues on which the Federal government should focus to support an increase in labor force participation of people with disabilities.

Gary Ulicny, CEO of the Shepherd Center, and Ruby Moore, CEO, Georgia Advocacy Office, and Acting Director, Employment First Georgia, welcomed participants to this session.  James and Alana Shepherd, co-founders of the Shepherd Center, were introduced and extended the Center’s hospitality to the participants.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Of 142 stakeholders who registered for the Atlanta Listening Session, 84 attended.   These stakeholders included individuals, service providers and employers from Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee. Through advance registration, individuals were scheduled to make formal presentations.  As time permitted, ODEP also invited comments from the audience. A total of 33 attendees presented formal remarks or made comments from the audience.  ODEP invited online comments from those who were unable to attend, or wished to make additional comments.  The online comment period remained open for 48 hours after the Listening Session, and resulted in comments from an additional 23 individuals. 

In addition to ODEP, representatives from the following agencies comprised the listening panel:  Rehabilitation Services Administration, U.S. Department of Education; Office of Employment Support Programs, U.S. Social Security Administration; Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, U.S. Department of Health & Human Services; Women’s Bureau, U.S. Department of Labor; and the Employment and Training Administration, U.S. Department of Labor. 
Gary Ulicny, CEO, Shepherd Center, and Ruby Moore, CEO, Georgia Advocacy Office and Acting Director of Employment First Georgia, welcomed the attendees.

Topics addressed as significant included impact of agency consolidation, Traumatic Brain Injury, Braille literacy, assistive technology, transition, Centers for Independent Living, public transportation, volunteer opportunities as work experience, employer education, special hiring authorities, minority disability issues, issues related to the deaf community, employment support services, issues related to people with autism, parents of individuals with disabilities, issues related to individuals who are deaf/blind, people with disabilities as service providers, ongoing support on the job, and disability awareness.
Participants identified effective Federal programs, as well as private-sector and non-profit programs with effective practices related to the employment of people with disabilities. 

Recommendations by the attendees focused on the following areas:  Section 14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act, Traumatic Brain Injury, community-based services, Braille literacy, assistive technology, alternative financing programs, High School/High Tech, Centers for Independent Living, innovative approaches to vocational rehabilitation, collaboration, employer education, accessible web sites, work options, accommodations, public funding, the Medicaid Buy-in program, state incentives and access to out-of-state services.
KEY ISSUES

The key issues identified by this group of stakeholders were the following:
· The need to ensure that consolidation of agencies includes retention of critical services.  When vocational rehabilitation services were merged into the Georgia Department of Labor, rehabilitation counselors with specific knowledge and experience in disabilities that impact hard-to-serve populations were eliminated.

· The need for state agencies to partner and work together to understand and address the needs of individuals with Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI).  TBI is the “signature injury” of service personnel in the current war.  Between 2000 and 2009, there were over 161,000 reported incidents of TBI among active duty service members.

· The need to address the shortage of teachers and university training programs in Braille literacy.
· The need to ensure that individuals who can benefit from assistive technology can access training in assistive technology.
· The need to provide effective transition from school to work services for youth with disabilities. 
· The need for vocational rehabilitation professionals to work closely with Centers of Independent Living to ensure consumer input and consultation on needs and services.  Programs and services are most effective when consumer-driven.

· The need to provide accessible public transportation throughout the United States. Too often, college graduates with disabilities who are offered competitive employment in their fields must refuse offers because they have no way to get to the job site.  While they may find other employment, they also find themselves underemployed as a result.

· The need for volunteer opportunities for people with disabilities.  By serving as volunteers, people with disabilities are assimilated into the community and have opportunities to meet people who may provide leads to employment opportunities.

· The need to educate employers about the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) [“demystify the ADA”] and disability employment issues.  
· The need to ensure that Federal human resource professionals are fully trained in special hiring authorities, particularly Schedule A and Veterans preference.

· The need to focus public awareness on minority disability issues.  There need to be more mentors and role models of people of color in key leadership roles, including in the disability community. Minority individuals with disabilities also need more mainstream job coaching, on-the-job training and internships. People with disabilities in minority communities experience twice the discrimination of non-disabled members of the minority community.
· The need to have more deaf professionals working in state jobs and more deaf rehabilitation counselors to serve the deaf community.  

· The need for dynamic employment and community support services.  Such services would include both a person-centered and employer-centered approach; collaborative networks of community providers, resources, schools, employers and government and other partners to meet the needs of both potential employees and employers; architectural, technological and programmatic accessibility; staff training on continuous quality and outcomes improvement; and accountability measures for return on investment and impact on the person served and the community.
· The need to effectively serve people with autism. This is a very complex disability that requires an effective support system. The unemployment rate of people with autism is near 90 percent.  Of the 10 percent who are working, many are underemployed.
· The need to address issues faced by parents of youth and adults with disabilities.  Parents are often on their own to locate services and to navigate the maze of service agencies.  Parents may be in the best position to advise service providers on their son or daughter’s abilities and needs.  It is also important that service providers listen to the individual with the disability regarding interests and needs. 

· The need to provide training on working with individuals who are deaf/blind. 

· The need to have people in service agencies reflect the people they serve, including minorities, Veterans, and individuals who are blind or deaf.  People with disabilities working with other people with disabilities is an effective model, as evidenced by Centers for Independent Living.

· The need to provide ongoing support for people with disabilities in the workplace.  The current vocational rehabilitation system, with case closure requirements, is not responsive to individuals who need ongoing support.
· The need to provide training on disability awareness.  Everyone involved in the hiring process should be trained on reasonable accommodations and appropriate terminology. 
WHAT’S WORKING
The following program was identified as beneficial to improving employment opportunities for people with disabilities
Customized Employment (CE):  Several participants referenced Customized Employment as an innovative and effective employment strategy. Rather than forcing individuals into jobs in which they have no interest or those that have no career-progression, CE allows people with disabilities to follow their dreams.  In one example, a young man who was job-hunting was asked about his dreams.  He identified designing and selling hip-hop clothing.  Through CE services, he was able to set up his business, and now sells these clothes at flea markets.
STRATEGIES IDENTIFIED BY ATLANTA PRESENTERS
Effective Program -- Side by Side Brain Injury Clubhouse

Side by Side in Atlanta, GA, is one of a number of non-profit organizations throughout the United States that provides employment and support services to people disabled by brain injuries. Clubhouse programs seek creative ways to serve their customers, including hiring them to work in the program, and providing services they are unable to get through vocational rehabilitation.
Effective Program – Credit-Able, Center for Financial Independence & Innovation, Inc. (CFII)

CFII is a nonprofit organization dedicated to helping individuals with disabilities and their family members to advance their financial independence and security.  
Credit-Able is one of 33 alternative financing programs in the nation.  
· Provides loans for assistive technology at a lower cost through partnerships with financial institutions, as well as directly through the organization
· Partners with the Georgia Department of Labor, Georgia Council on Developmental Disabilities, and the Brain and Spinal Cord Injury Trust Fund Commission to pull together funding resources

· Encourages consumers to get the appropriate evaluation and training to ensure that they are purchasing the appropriate piece of equipment

· Provides credit education to the consumer

· Reports loan repayments, thus helping consumers to increase their credit scores

Effective Program – High School/High Tech (HS/HT), Georgia Committee on Employment of People with Disabilities, Inc. (GCEPD)  

GCEPD is a non-profit corporation committed to maximizing and enhancing the education and employment of youth with disabilities in Georgia.  In partnership with the Georgia Department of Labor, vocational rehabilitation programs and other agencies, GCEPD provides training, activities and programs that encourage students with disabilities to continue their education and transition effectively to higher education and competitive employment.  Chief among these programs is HS/HT, which includes:

· Preparatory experiences (career assessment, opportunity awareness and work readiness skills)

· Connecting activities (mentoring, tutoring, technology skills, assistive technology and field trips)

· Work-based experiences (site visits, employment simulation, job shadowing, internships and paid employment)

· Youth development and leadership (independent decision making, service learning, self-determination and advocacy)

· Family involvement and supports (role models, sharing responsibilities, active role in transition planning, service supports and accommodations)

Since 1997, HS/HT has served over 4,000 high school students with disabilities in Georgia.

· In 2002, the program moved to the Georgia Department of Labor, enhancing a statewide program that incorporates local HS/HT programs into the Youth Services Division of the WIA.
· There are currently 38 sites in Georgia, serving more than 400 students.

· In addition to encouraging those students interested in science and technology-related fields to pursuer these careers, the program helps professionals in these fields to better understand the uses of assistive technology, as well as the accommodation and facility-access needs of youth with disabilities.

· The program has reduced the drop-out rate of students with disabilities from 30 percent to zero.

Effective Program – Real Communities Initiative, Georgia Council on Developmental Disabilities (GCDD)

GCDD is Federally-funded through the Developmental Disabilities Bill of Rights and Assistance Act.  The organization is charged with systems change, advocacy and capacity building to promote a comprehensive system of services for people with developmental disabilities and their families.

The Real Communities Initiative brings people with and without disabilities together for the purposes of collective action and to improve local communities.  It builds bridges between people with disabilities and their larger communities by working on issues that improve community life for everyone.  For people with disabilities, these issues include:
· Access to careers so that they can earn a living, buy goods and services

· Access to safe, affordable and accessible homes

· Access to learning experiences in the same schools as their peers

· Access to work supports

· Ability to have influence over their own lives

Effective Program – Project SEARCH
Originally launched at the Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center, Project SEARCH provides employment and education opportunities for individuals with significant disabilities.  The program is dedicated to workforce development that benefits the individual, community and workplace. 
· Project SEARCH includes a high school transition program, which is a one-year, worksite-based school-to-work program for youth with developmental and/or physical disabilities in their last year of high school eligibility.

· The program is targeted for students whose main goal is competitive employment. The program takes place in a healthcare or business setting, where total immersion in the workplace facilitates the teaching and learning process through continuous feedback and application of new skills.

· The program includes both classroom instruction and worksite rotation.

· Individualized job development and placement begins after the rotations are completed.  Students are supported through on-the-job coaching and worksite accommodations with the ultimate goal of independence.

· Linkages are made to appropriate community services in order to ensure a successful transition to work as well as retention and career advancement.

· Georgia has 15 Project SEARCH sites around the state, helping youth transition from high school into workplaces that include hospitals, banks, universities and other businesses.

Effective Program – Discovery Day
· Opportunity to educate employers about the potential of people with disabilities
· Annually brings together about 100 people, mainly form corporations around the Atlanta area

· Speakers from government and business talks about employment issues – what companies need and what is needed to train people so that they can effectively move into these jobs.

Effective Program – Hands On Educational Services, Inc. & The Hyatt Corporation, Tampa, FL
In partnership with Hyatt Hotels, vocational rehabilitation agencies and the Florida Division of Blind Services, Hands On Educational Services offers hospitality training programs for people with disabilities.  The program is based on a community training model used by school districts around the United States to train special education students in their junior and senior year. This program is geared to people with disabilities who are 18 years and older once they have left the school system.

· Began in 1998 in partnership with one Hyatt Hotel in Tampa, FL

· Includes two to four weeks of training, depending on the student’s needs

· Includes training in kitchen and other hotel services

· Trainees considered temporary employees of Hyatt and are paid while in training

· Residential component supported by vocational rehabilitation, which allows individuals from other parts of the state to participate

· All training at the Hyatt; transportation provided between the hotel and the residence

· Program ongoing at eight hotels in Florida, three in the Washington, DC area, and in the process of contracting with the Texas Department of Rehabilitation Services to expand to all Hyatts in Dallas, Houston, San Antonio and Austin, TX

Two graduates of the program spoke at this session.  Both are now full-time employees of the Hyatt in Tampa, travel to promote the program, and serve as peer mentors/teachers to incoming students.  A Hyatt vice president pointed out their unparalleled loyalty to Hyatt and their popularity in the corporation.  “They are stars,” he said. “Once you provide the opportunity, once you open the doors, they will shine.”

Effective Practices – AT & T
The AT & T Diversity Program includes the following elements:

· Incorporation of diversity into overall media strategy

· Contracts with Diversity, Inc. and diversity job boards (over 180 diversity web sites), including disability communities, Veterans’ communities and mature workers.

· Providing a direct link to AT&T jobs on the Career Opportunities for Students with Disabilities (COSD) web site.   COSD is a partnership of more than 600 colleges and universities and over 500 national employers.
· Participation in Disability Link in Atlanta, a forum for representatives from national companies to share best practices with each other, as well as government agencies.
· Captioned and narrated videos

· Accommodations provided at the point of application and throughout the employment application process

· Special emphasis on serving Veterans, including 

· Partnership with military organizations, including Hire Our Heroes USA, to provide career placement assistance to returning military Veterans

· Partnership with Army Reserve to provide employment support for the Guard and Reserve, as well as the Army Career and Alumni Program and Army Spouse and Employment Partnership

· Collaboration with Sentinels of Freedom to hire military members who have been severely injured

· Video featuring the Veterans’ resource group president promoting AT&T as a disability- and military-friendly employer

· Developing a “Dear Jane” letter writing campaign in which women Vets at AT&T write to women who are transitioning out of the army

· Partnership with internal employee resource groups on recruitment strategies

· Advisory Panel on Access and Aging

· Panel of 15 experts on disability, who represent various national  organizations

· Provides advice on regulatory issues, human resource issues and employee training

· Provides advice on developing new products and services

Effective Program – Parent Leadership Project, Georgia Advocacy Office
This is a 13-week training program for parents and concerned citizens on serving students in public schools who are not their own children to ensure they receive fair and appropriate public education.
· Helps ensure effective transition
· Helps families around the state

· Serves as an extension of the Advocacy Office staff in the community

Effective Program – First Work Initiative, BlazeSports

BlazeSports is a non-profit organization whose mission is to advance the lives of children and adults with physical disabilities through sports, healthy lifestyles and the prevention of chronic health conditions.
The First Work Initiative prepares youth and young adults with physical disabilities to actively seek and secure employment for the first time by enhancing their physical health, social and interpersonal skills and leadership capabilities.  The program includes:

· Leadership curriculum that focuses on interpersonal skills, workplace etiquette, timeliness and self-monitoring, goal setting, self advocacy and civic engagement.
· Exposure to jobs and careers compatible with participants’ interests

· Pre-vocational experiences through a network of partners

· Interaction between youth with and without disabilities to ensure cross-cultural interaction and to create connections
The program currently has 40 participants in seasonal jobs as camp counselors and interns, as well as those attending college and majoring in areas based on their First 

Work experience.

Also referenced during this session was “The Prospect of Digital Inclusion,” an ongoing research project funded by the National Council on Disability to explore how digital technologies help people with disabilities in the job marketplace, as well as accessibility levels of various kinds of technologies. The research is examining the experiences of people with disabilities in the new digital technology environment, including the impact on employment.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Speakers and those who provided online comments made a variety of recommendations, which covered the following categories:

· Section 14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act.  Phase out and eliminate Section 14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act.  No other group in the United States is allowed to be paid sub-minimum wage.  Ensure that changes to this law do not have a negative impact on those currently in community employment settings.
· Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI).  Develop a comprehensive and proactive plan to maximize the contributions of individuals with TBI to America’s workforce, to include tax incentives for employers, grants to non-profit organizations to pay wages for individuals with TBI, full support of Customized Employment options and micro-enterprise options, and long term support services so that these individuals can maintain their jobs. In Chicago, a clubhouse organization is using a foundation grant to pay stipends to Veterans with TBI to serve as interns at the clubhouse.
· Community-based services.  Allow Veterans to access services through community-based providers to help alleviate the long delays currently reported in the VA system.
· Braille literacy.  Provide funding that would offer financial incentives to educators and trainers who work in this field.

· Assistive technology:  Provide nationwide loan libraries where individuals can test assistive technology to ensure it meets their needs.  Allocate grant funds for “train the trainer” programs and the development of teaching materials and resources to provide instruction on assistive technology to individuals who are blind or vision-impaired.

· Alternative Financing Programs.  Provide sufficient funding to establish alternative financing programs in all states.

· High School/High Tech (HS/HT).  Provide funding for High School/High Tech programs across the nation.  At one time there were 70 HS/HT programs in 22 states, supported through Federal funds and state or local resources.  There has been a dramatic decrease in programs due to the current economic situation, cuts in state funding, and lack of Federal funding.

· Centers for Independent Living.  Maintain the current direct-funding mechanism for Centers for Independent Living, rather than directing the money to the states.  The latter would take away consumer control and increase both the bureaucracy and administrative fees.
· Innovative approaches to Vocational Rehabilitation.  Allow vocational rehabilitation counselors to discover and support innovative ways of working with individuals with disabilities. All services should begin with the “presumption of work” for youth with disabilities, and include resources and structures to help these individuals find and keep employment.  In addition, current assessment tools tend to lead to low-level, low-wage jobs, even when the individual is well-qualified for a competitive position that has career advancement potential.  For example, adults who have significant work experience and may be seeking to return to work after acquiring a disability are steered to low-paying jobs.
· Collaboration.  Call upon the relationships of nationally accredited community providers to connect people with disabilities with communities.   Focus on collaborations and partnerships. 
· Employer education. Survey employers to determine possible regulatory and legal misconceptions.

· Accessible web sites.  Promote/develop accessible web sites, especially for job recruitment.

· Work options.  Explore new media, virtual work and telework options.  Develop an initiative to increase incentives or facilitate work from home.  Establish a Federal program to serve as a Clearinghouse for work-from-home opportunities.
· Accommodation information.  Conduct information campaigns to help people with disabilities to understand accommodation needs and how to acquire appropriate accommodations.
· Public funding.  Allow and encourage blending and braiding of all sources of public funding such as Medicaid, SSI, SSDI, Federal housing and other subsidies. 

· Medicaid Buy-in. Continue funding for Medicaid Buy-in programs.

· State incentives.  Provide Federal incentives or requirements for states to hire people with disabilities.

· Out-of-state services.  Change regulations to allow recipients to receive services outside their home state.

ATLANTA LISTENING PANEL
· Kathleen Martinez, Assistant Secretary, Office of Disability Employment Policy, U.S. Department of Labor

· Lynnae Ruttledge, Commissioner, Rehabilitation Services Administration, U.S. Department of Education

· Stephanie White, Office of Employment Support Programs,  U.S. Social Security Administration

· Tandra Hodges, Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, U.S. Department of Health & Human Services 
· Paulette Lewis, Regional Administrator, Women’s Bureau, U.S. Department of Labor

· Helen Parker, Regional Administrator, Employment and Training Administration, U.S. Department of Labor

INDIVIDUALS WHO PRESENTED COMMENTS TO THE PANEL
A total of 56 individuals made comments in person or online.

In-Person Comments (in order of presentation)

[A total of 33 people spoke during this session.  They included 21 individuals, 9 service providers, and 3 employers.]

· Susan Johnson, Atlanta, GA, Service Provider

· Mark Johnson, Atlanta, GA, Service Provider

· Lois Curtis, Decatur, GA, Individual

· Cindi Johnson, Stone Mountain, GA, Service Provider

· Ike Presley, Atlanta, GA, Service Provider

· Jackie Wilks-Weathers, Atlanta, GA, Service Provider

· Lee Miller, Columbus, GA, Service Provider

· Maia Santamaria, Rome, GA, Individual
· Donna Baxley, Rome, GA, Individual

· Laurie Wexel, Lilburn, GA, Individual

· Pat Nobbie, Atlanta, GA, Individual

· Eric Johnson, Atlanta, GA, Individual

· Aaron Bozzorg, Athens, GA, Individual
· Nancy Brocks Lane, Individual
· Kim Hill, Atlanta, GA, Service Provider

· Disability Program Navigator from North Carolina, Service Provider
· Debbie Page, Decatur, GA, Individual

· John Ficca, Tampa, FL, Service Provider
· Richard Sabb, Tampa, FL, Individual

· Salvador Mendoza, Chicago, IL, and Atlanta, GA, Employer
· Tera Pickett, Tampa, FL, Individual
· Dan Miears, Individual 
· Evelyn Walker, Atlanta, GA, Employer

· Avalyn Jackson, Atlanta, GA, Employer

· Hope White, Stone Mountain, GA, Individual

· Robin Beattie, Duluth, GA, Individual

· Stacey Gardenhire, Decatur, GA, Individual

· Gary Edwards, Birmingham, AL, Service Provider

· Scott Bales, Individual

· Bradley Schipper, Gainesville, GA, Individual

· Crystal Beelner, Decatur, GA, Individual

· Millie Powell, Decatur, GA, Individual
· Ken Mitchell, College Park, GA, Individual
Online Comments
[Online comments were received from 23 individuals.]
· Kathy Martin, Jacksonville, FL, Individual
· Pam Walker, Lamar, MS, Individual

· Winifred Gordon Atlanta, GA, Individual

· Joneisha Troutman, Atlanta, GA, Individual

· David Tolleson, Atlanta, GA, Individual
· Elizabeth Bishop, Raleigh, NC, Individual

· Gordon Agingu, Henderson, NC, Individual

· Doug Crandell, Smyrna, GA, Individual

· Kay Owens, Huntersville, NC, Individual

· Kathryn Fearing, Bonaire, GA, Individuals

· Chris Brooks, Springfield, GA, Individual

· Donna Hightower, Duluth, GA, Individual

· Lisa Sinclair, Atlanta, GA, Individual

· Anna Frame, Charlotte, NC, Individual

· Bethany Stevens, Decatur, GA, Individual

· Ellen Rice, Bethlehem, GA, Individual

· RL Grubbs, Atlanta, GA, Individual

· Ann Cody, Washington, DC and Atlanta, GA, Individual
· Phil Protz, Raleigh, NC, Individual

· James White, Atlanta, GA, Individual

· Sandra Rodgers-Walker, Bishop, GA, Individual

· Justin Pressley, Atlanta, GA, Individual

· T. Alexandra Mott, Rockledge, FL, Individual
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