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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 IV

INTRODUCTION

On January 21, 2010, the U.S. Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) launched the first of a series of six Listening Sessions in Dallas, TX.  The purpose of the Listening Tour 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. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Of 163 stakeholders who registered, 53 attended the Dallas Listening Session.  These stakeholders represented individuals, service providers and employers from Arkansas, Colorado, Louisiana, South Dakota, Utah, Montana, New Mexico, Oklahoma and Texas.  Through advance registration, individuals were scheduled to present formal remarks.  As time permitted, ODEP also invited comments from the audience. A total of 23 attendees made formal presentations or comments from the audience.  ODEP invited online presentations 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 11 individuals. 

In addition to ODEP, representatives from the following agencies comprised the listening panel:  Rehabilitation Services Administration, U.S. Department of Education; Office of Program Development and Research, U.S. Social Security Administration; Women’s Bureau, U.S. Department of Labor; Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs, U.S. Department of Labor; Employment Training Administration, U.S. Department of Labor; Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; and Veterans’ Employment Training Services, U.S. Department of Labor. 

Topics addressed as significant included coordination of services, communication, disabled veterans return to work, disincentives to work, funding priorities, process to obtain services, employer needs and employer education, access to health care, transportation and housing, parents as advocates, assistive technology, unique issues related to people who are deaf, sub-minimum wage provision, and mental health issues.

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. Two participants discussed a new program developed specifically to address the employment of people with autism.

Recommendations by the attendees focused on the following areas; coordination and collaboration, communication, funding for the National Disability Navigator Program, partnerships, and employer education.

KEY ISSUES

The key issues identified by this group of stakeholders were the following:  

· The need for coordination of services among all the agencies that play a role in supporting the employment of people with disabilities.  There are different programs in different states, and no portability of programs between states. There is a need for consistent policies.
· The need for more effective communication about available resources.  Job-seekers, service providers and employers all need easy access to information and resources.  Decision-makers/policy makers also need to more fully understand the populations for whom they are making policies.
· The need to address Veterans’ disability/employment issues as soon as they return to the states.  The Veterans’ transition program needs to include resources to deal with disability issues from the very beginning.

· The need to address the cycle of work versus benefits.  This is problematic both in disincentives to work and putting individuals in “limbo” while they wait to get their determination of benefits.

· The need to shift funding from day programs to employment programs.  With current funding priorities, there are neither incentives nor resources that encourage putting people with disabilities to work.
· The need to address the long waiting lists and long time to process applications. Applying for services is complex, and the long wait to get the determination puts the individual’s life on hold, delaying opportunities for learning skills and putting those skills to work.

· The need to understand employers and the employment arena.  Too often the skills of the potential employee do not match the skills needed by the employer. Further, employees with disabilities may lack the soft skills needed in the workplace.
· The need to educate employers.  Far too many employers, particularly small businesses, are not aware of the value that people with disabilities bring to the 
workforce, nor are they aware of employer incentives, accommodations and training resources on such subjects as communicating with people with disabilities and disability etiquette.
· The need to ensure that medical coverage and affordable health care are available to people with disabilities.  Medical coverage is critical to many people with disabilities, and, under current policies, individuals may risk losing the coverage if they go to work.

· The need to ensure transportation and affordable housing.  Getting and keeping a job often depend on having a home and being able to get to the job.   

· The need for access to assistive technology for individuals who are deaf or blind. Such technology needs to be available throughout the job-seeking process as well as on the job.  Particularly for deaf individuals, it can make the difference between inclusion and exclusion, stagnant employment or opportunities for raises and advancement.

· The need for a better understanding of deaf culture. There may be a particular disconnect with deaf culture, in that employers do not understand deaf culture and people who are deaf may not have the communication skills that come with learning English rather than American Sign Language.

· The need for parents to encourage independence for children with disabilities. Parents are effective advocates. However, they have to be careful that they are not too protective.  Individuals with disabilities need to experience the world broadly so that they can have full independence.

· The need to re-examine the sub-minimum wage provision for individuals with disabilities. It appears to de-value the work performed by people with disabilities, often does not encourage meaningful work experiences, and hinders independence because of inadequate compensation to meet daily needs.
· The need to educate employers and others about mental health issues. Too often employers believe that people with psychiatric disabilities cannot function effectively in the employment arena.
WHAT’S WORKING
The following were identified as beneficial to improving the employment opportunities of people with disabilities:

· Disability Navigator Initiative:  Disability Navigators have the capability to identify appropriate services, bring appropriate agencies together, and coordinate services. This program has been successful, but suffers from budget cuts and the lack of an ongoing funding source.

· Job Coaches:  In addition to guiding the employee to perform the job tasks in a way that works best for the employee, the job coach is a valuable asset to employers and can be called upon to assist employers to ensure a continued effective level of performance by the employee.  More information should be available to employers about job coaches.  Post-employment support may make the difference between the individual keeping or losing the job.
· Assistive Technology:  Advances in technology have opened the doors to employment to people who are blind, people who are deaf and others with physical and mental disabilities.  Such technology advances have also proven to be beneficial to workers without disabilities. What is still needed is effective communication to employers about the assistive technology available and how that technology improves productivity.
· Partnerships:  Public-private, public-public, and private-private partnerships can all be beneficial.  Such partnerships share resources and reinforce each others efforts.  
· Randolph-Sheppard Program:  This program continues to provide employment for individuals who are blind, and, at times, may be the only resource blind individuals have for employment.

STRATEGIES IDENTIFIED BY DALLAS PRESENTERS
Effective Practices at AT&T

AT&T has a company-wide diversity program that includes recruiting, hiring and retaining employees with disabilities.  Elements of this program include:

· Diversity Group within the company, as well as a Staffing Diversity Council
· Partnerships with many organizations

· Company representation at disability-related conferences in order to better understand job seekers with disabilities

· Knowledge and understanding of laws pertaining to employment of people with disabilities

· Including diversity media in national and regional media planning

· Seeking supplier diversity

· Captioning key informational videos

· Providing easy access to accommodations

· Training for employees who staff events and job fairs

· Ensuring web site accessibility
· Showcasing the skills of employees with disabilities in training and marketing videos

· Partnering with other employers in a new “dot.jobs” initiative that helps individuals to identify all open jobs in the company within their own geographic location 

Effective Practices at the Citizens Development Center (CDC), Dallas, TX
Established originally as a children’s development center, the CDC now serves adults only.  Its goal is “to empower men and women with disabilities to achieve their highest level of employability and ultimately their highest level of independence.”  According to the presenter, there are 400,000 people with disabilities in the Dallas area, 200,000 of whom are of working age. 

The CDC includes three programs:

· A Work Center that does packaging and assembly employs 165 people.  The majority of these individuals live in the six poorest districts in Dallas.

· A community-based program in which four counselors reach out to employers to identify jobs in the area.

· Operation Employment – A grant through the Dallas Foundation to help Iraq and Afghanistan veterans with service-related disabilities to find jobs. This program was funded anonymously by a California donor.
A Start-up Non-profit, the nonPareil Institute, Plano, TX

Launched in 2009 by a group of parents of children with autism, the nonPareil Institute is trying a different strategy to find employment for adults with autism.  While individuals with autism tend to be very bright and talented, they have difficulty in the workplace primarily because of behavioral issues and social skills.  Knowledge and skills may get them a job interview, but they often fail at the interviewing process. If they do get the job, they often lose it because of behavioral or social issues.

The business model for the nonPareil Institute is that of a campus for adults with autism, intended to teach them marketable skills, primarily in technology, then partner with employers to outsource their business to nonPareil. Workers would be paid prevalent wages, and the institute would be self-sustaining, rather than relying on donations to continue to function.
Students at the institute range in age from 21 to 42, and include university graduates who have been unsuccessful in finding jobs.

Project SEARCH, the Walgreen’s project, and the Texas Department of Assistive and Rehabilitative Services were also mentioned as successful programs.

RECOMMENDATIONS
While the speakers made a variety of recommendations, those that were unique or consistently mentioned fell into the following general categories:
· Regional approach to service coordination.  Currently, as consumers move from state to state, they must begin a new search for services and go through new application processes.  Regional coordination among states could provide a seamless transition for an individual moving from one state to another in the region.   This issue becomes particularly significant if a parent caregiver dies and the individual with a disability must move to another state to be with family or other designated caregivers.  Such a move “wipes the slate clean,” and someone must begin the process of identifying appropriate services anew, as well as doing significant paperwork to obtain the services.
· National Disability Navigator Program:  The Disability Navigator Program should be made available across the country in all states or regions and should have a direct funding source to ensure its continuation.  Currently, trained navigators leave employment in search of other jobs as grants near termination and they have no assurance of continued funding.  Even if grants are renewed, or new grants obtained, there may be cuts in staff because of the new level of funding, and talented, trained navigators have left.  Consequently, the training cycle begins anew, and valuable time is lost in serving the consumer’s needs.
· Communication: Disability Network:  Fund/establish a Disability Network, similar to C-SPAN, to deliver information on resources, training, etc. directly to the consumer, employer, service provider, parent, medical professional, teacher, and others with whom individuals with disabilities interact.  Current communications place too much reliance on individuals picking up and reading pamphlets or brochures (assuming they know where to find these) or other “passive” communication.  Use the power of cable technology to get the word out on such areas as services available to help people prepare for and get a job, the value of accommodations and where to get information on accommodations, training in disability etiquette/communications, etc.
· Develop partnerships. Partnerships can be national, regional, statewide or local.  There can also be partnerships within an organization.  Programs that have established partnerships have proven to be the most successful.
· Educate employers.  Outreach to employers has a variety of benefits. Employer education can range from learning of the value that workers with disabilities can bring to the workplace,  to identifying resources for accommodations, to obtaining training resources from non-profit and disability organizations, to attracting a whole new market of customers.  At the same time, the outreach can educate service providers and others about the employer’s needs, job skills needed in today’s job market, and effective ways to market the talent and skills of people with disabilities to employers. 
DALLAS 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

· Richard Balkus, Associate Commissioner, Office of Program Development and Research, U. S. Social Security Administration

· Beverly Lyle, Regional Administrator and Regional Field Coordinator, Women’s Bureau, U.S. Department of Labor

· Melissa L. Speer, Acting Regional Director, Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs, U.S. Department of Labor

· John Bartlett, Director of Discretionary Programs, Employment Training Administration, U.S. Department of Labor

· Justice Parazo, Employment Training Administration, U. S. Department of Labor

· Suzette Seng, Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, U. S. Department of Health & Human Services

· Don Watson, Veterans’ Employment Training Service, U. S. Department of Labor 

INDIVIDUALS WHO PRESENTED COMMENTS TO THE PANEL
A total 34 individuals made comments either in-person or on-line.  
In-Person Comments (in order of presentation)
[A total of 23 individuals spoke during this session, 19 presenting formal remarks, and 4 brief comments from the floor. These 23 people included 11 individuals, 10 service providers or representatives of state systems, and 4 employers.  Please note:  Some presenters identified themselves in more than one category.)
· Mathew John, Dallas, TX, Individual

· Drew Dixon, Dallas, TX, The Arc

· Donna Flanery, Temple, TX, Service Provider/Parent

· Betty Bartholomew, Prairie Grove, AR, Individual/Parent

· Linda Holloway, Individual

· James Pepper, Dallas, TX, Individual (entrepreneur)

· Erinn Hall Inman, Fort Worth, TX, The Arc of Greater Tarrant County, Service Provider 
· David Swallow, Fort Worth, TX, The Arc of Greater Tarrant County, Individual

· Kisha Thomas, Baton Rouge, LA, Louisiana Workforce Commission

· Kevan Johnson, Dallas, TX, Reach of Dallas, Individual 

· Teri Kachur, Plano, TX, SAGE – Special and Gifted Education, Plano ISD Council of PTAs, Individual/Parent

· Carrie Corbin, Dallas, TX, AT&T/Employer

· Mike Houston, San Antonio, TX, Service Provider

· Michael Vandervoort, Abilene, TX, Employer

· Priscilla Rogers, Dallas, TX, American Foundation for the Blind/Service Provider

· Gary Moore, Dallas, TX, NonPareil Institute, Employer/Service Provider/Parent

· J’Lynn Anderson, Dallas, TX, NonPareil Institute, Service Provider

· Phyllis Fleming, Dallas, TX, Citizens Development Center, Service Provider

· Darline Michol, Dallas, TX, Individual/Parent

· Mackenzie Wilfong, Fort Worth, TX, Individual

· David Jeppson, Fort Worth, TX, Department of Assistive and Rehabilitative Services, Service Provider

· Stephen Booher, Arlington, TX, Individual

· Mary Kindrick, Abilene, TX, Individual 
On-line Comments
[On-line comments were received from 11 people, representing the following categories:  individuals (9), employers (2), and service providers (1).  One person self-identified in two categories.]
· William Sczepanski, Highland Village, TX, Individual/Employer

· Jamie Dakis, Jackson Hole, WY, Individual

· Theresa Francis, Dallas, TX, Individual

· Donald Killen, Colorado Springs, CO, Individual

· Mingming Swenson, Temple, TX, Individual

· Dona Swenson, Albuquerque, NM, Individual

· Amanda Taylor, Plano, TX, Individual

· Jesse Miller, Syracuse, UT, Employer

· Elizabeth Wade, Austin, TX, Service Provider

· Janice Oak, Norman, OK, Individual

· Robert Boudreaux, Rowlett, TX, Individual
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