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Thursday, May 7, 2015

During the morning, the Council met jointly with the Special Education Advisory Council for their Annual Joint CSPD Partnership meeting.  Stakeholders in special education gathered from across Montana to network, collaborate, and provide suggestions regarding Phase 2 of the State Systemic Improvement Plan.
After lunch, Rick Heitz called the State Rehabilitation Council meeting to order, and the February meeting minutes were approved.  There was no public comment.
Update from the Spring NCSRC and CSAVR meetings—Rick Heitz
Rick recently attended the National Coalition of State Rehabilitation Councils (NCSRC), Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation (CSAVR), and National Council of State Administrators for the Blind (NCSAB) conferences in Washington DC.  There was a lot of discussion on transitions and it was noted that youth rarely know what is available in adult services.  VR needs a good relationship with teachers.  Family members are sometimes a barrier, because they don’t think the student can get a job.  Students who attend summer programs and internships are twice as likely to get a job after high school.  By 2020, 60% of the workforce will work out of the home in jobs that are not traditional today.  Social media is also changing the job market.  People need jobs now, not in six months.  They also want more counselor contact.  Jim wants VRBS to take its rightful place as a service provider rather than contracting out job development and job search.  Rick mentioned that conference attendees were very disappointed that our federal partner, Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA), was being silent on the proposed regulations for WIOA.  During their presentation, RSA just read the regulations and did not offer opinions.  Official comments may be made to the proposed regulations by June 16, 2015.  
VRBS Spring Staff Meeting—Char Harasymczuk
Char and Michelle attended the VRBS Spring Staff Meeting as a representative of the Council.  Char stated she enjoyed talking to the VR counselors and was impressed with how hard they worked.  She was surprised at how many cases that the counselors work and with the amount of paperwork they are required to do.  She also enjoyed speakers on resilience, Montana Youth Transitions and Montana Youth Leadership Forum.
State and Federal Update—Jim Marks
Jim mentioned that the legislature has gone home, and they passed some bills affecting people with disabilities.  The Montana Developmental Center will be closed in the next biennium, and clients will be moved to community homes.  Another bill that was passed was the Medicaid expansion bill which will require that participants be counseled to go to work and also will require a small premium for most people.  The legislature also passed a bill that would require VRBS and other agencies to verify income and resources, but the governor did not sign it.  VRBS providers received a 2% increase per year and My Transitions received an additional $50,000 in funding.  
Jim also talked about the proposed regulations for the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA).  He ran some of his ideas for comments on the regulations past the Council:

· PETS definitions are too restrictive to Montana.  The intent to provide young people with competitive integrated employment needs to also deal with youth not in high school.  Montana high schools only serve students under age 19, while other states (with maybe one exception) serve people through age 21.  Montanans aged 19-21 still need PETS services.  The regulations do not address home schoolers, dropouts or students in juvenile facilities.  The Council agreed.
· Competitive integrated employment is good.  People under age 24 may no longer go into subminimum or segregated employment until they have been provided VR services.  The Council agreed.

· Counselor requirements should not be dumbed down.  Instead of requiring a masters degree in rehabilitation counseling, the new regs/law require only a bachelors degree, and the degree does not need to be in a disability field.  We would like to stick to the higher standards.

· Homemaker closures should be preserved as a valid outcome.  Not all Council members agreed with this, but Council members did state that if homemaker closures are allowed, they should be allowed for all disabilities, not just visual disabilities.
Followup on previous issues

Bylaw change (Council name, housekeeping)—the Council voted to change the name of the Council in the bylaws from Montana Vocational Rehabilitation Council to Montana State Rehabilitation Council.  Another housekeeping change was to change references in the bylaws from MVR (Montana Vocational Rehabilitation) to VRBS (Vocational Rehabilitation and Blind Services).
ASPIRE Update—Mary Taylor
Mary updated the Council on the ASPIRE project.  This is a study of 14-16 year old high school students with disabilities who are on Supplemental Security Income (SSI).  The study will compare the outcomes of students who are provided more supports, including case management, with students who just receive regular services.  Montana will sign up 130 students, half in each group.  Recruitment has just started, and 33 letters inviting participation were sent out in the Helena area.  So far ten people have enrolled.  The next batch of invitations will be sent to Missoula and Cascade counties.
Friday, May 8, 2015

Consumer Satisfaction Surveys and Town Hall Meeting—Mike Hermanson 

Surveys—Mike reviewed the calendar year 2014 consumer satisfaction survey.  Clients who had a plan and received services on that plan were surveyed after their cases closed (both successful and unsuccessful).  Overall, 1,917 surveys were mailed out and not returned as undeliverable and 254 surveys were completed, giving a return rate of 13.3%.  The return rate for Blind and Low Vision was a little higher than the rate for the general program.  Here are some of the results (combined general and Blind/Low Vision):
· I feel my counselor understands my disability and what it means in my life.  86.0% positive responses

· I was involved in choosing my goals and services.  91.9% positive responses

· My relationship with my counselor has been helpful, timely, and productive.  84.3% positive responses
· Overall I am satisfied with the services I received.  85.4% positive responses

· I believe the program has met most of my needs.  84.5% positive responses

In general, responses from the Blind and Low Vision program were a little higher than from the general program.  This could be because there are more staff in Blind and Low Vision and the staff gets to spend more time with the client.  The BLV client often sees the Vision Rehab Therapist, the Orientation and Mobility Specialist, and the counselor.  The general client generally sees just the counselor and other services (job search, etc) are contracted out to another entity.  Also BLV clients are generally older, often over 60.  The current survey just looks at satisfaction when the case is closed.  Some states survey clients when the case is still open.  The Council also discussed other means for doing the survey to get a better response rate including email.  Currently the survey may be completed online, but very few people take advantage of that.

Town hall meeting--Comments at the town hall meeting involved deaf services, subminimum wage, and PETS services.  Mike will be writing up the comments and the agency responses in the next few weeks.  There was some discussion on the location and potential parking issues.  Mike will check with the regional administrators regarding printable parking passes when the site is on a college campus.

Field Services Update
Peggy reported for Tammy on four areas:
· Networking with Developmental Disabilities and other agencies—Activities included providing training to DD case managers on VR services and PETS, participating in the State Employment Leadership Network, a collaboration between DD, DD providers, VR and other disability service stakeholders; and participating in the monthly Employment and Transition Taskforce, a collaboration with the Independent Living Centers.
· Employer/Business outreach—Activities included participating in a veterans job fair; having an employer present at a weekly staff meeting; having counselors talk to businesses; and presenting to a local SHRM meeting to build relationships with employers and to pitch VR as an HR resource for employers.
· Transitions activities—Activities included participating in career fairs; participating in “real life” fairs; working on getting the local transitions group active again; working on job shadowing activities for high school students; and teaching weekly job readiness classes at a high school; 
· Pre-employment Transitions Services (PETS) activities—In addition to the activities listed under transitions, PETS activities include working with schools and centers for independent living to explain PETS; setting up summer employment activities; providing weekly classroom activities by teaching soft skills and doing career exploration activities at Custer County High School; setting up an e-mentoring project to provide mentoring to eight rural high school students with disabilities; setting up a four day on-campus experience this summer for high school students who might want to attend college; and surveying Missoula area schools to determine their current activities and how VRBS could help them.
Blind and Low Vision Update
Beverly will be moving to Great Falls in May and will be located in that office.  She will still be considered part of the Central Office.  Blind and Low Vision Services will be offering training on WindowEyes, a screen reading program that is offered free with Microsoft Office. The cost is $650 per person.  For transitions, the counselors are working with MSDB outreach staff.  There are only a few students statewide.  There has been some trouble getting information on some of the students in certain regions.
Deaf Update—Shawn Tulloch
Shawn meets regularly with the VRBS staff who have deaf or hard of hearing clients on their caseloads.  Recently they discussed sending a text message from email (you type the 10-digit phone number, @ the name of wireless carrier domain).  This is a handy feature for counselors.  A challenge for counselors is finding a psychologist who is a fluent signer and is aware and understands Deaf Culture.  Shawn did find a psychologist in Washington (Dr. Jaime A.B. Wilson – website www.wilsonclinical.com ; his email is listed there as well), and he is willing to use a video phone to do the psychological evaluation.  One VR counselor in Great Falls hired him – her client and Dr. Wilson arranged to meet over the video phone and Shawn noted that his report was very thorough.  She got a copy of his report (with the client’s name blackened out) and showed it to other VR counselors (carrying deaf cases) and regional administrators – they were impressed too.  Shawn also mentioned the Disabled Access Credit which is a tax benefits for small businesses that have employees with disabilities.  VR counselors can explain this to employers who may have complained about having to pay for sign language interpreters for their deaf employees.  Employers can fill out Form 8826.  The business must have revenues less than $1 million and have less than 30 employees.
Transitions and Training update
Peggy reported out for Mark who was out of town at a meeting in North Carolina.  Recent training events were a webinar by Ellen Condon from the Rural Institute on customized employment.  The VRBS spring staff training in March featured Steve Wooderson, CEO of CSAVR, speakers from the IL centers, Montana Youth Transitions/MYLF, Mike Woods on history of disability, labor market information and the IEP process in schools.  The next bimonthly webinar will be in May and will include a tour of the new client case management system (almost complete).  Mark is participating in the Capacity Building Institute as part of a team from Montana with representatives from VR, OPI, Department of Labor, MSU-Billings, and a teacher.
Other discussion and wrap up
Closing clients unsuccessful because they are too severe—This issue was brought up at the last Council meeting, and staff has looked into it.  Since October of 2011, 92 cases have been closed with a reason of “too severe” as follows:  FY2012-27; FY2013-40; FY2014-13; and FY2015-12.  Looking at the type of disability, the most common disabilities were mobility/orthopedic (30); visual (17); psycho/social (16); and physical debilitation/other physical (16).  In March, regional administrators were reminded that there needs to be clear and compelling evidence before a client’s case can be closed because they are too significantly disabled.  The regional administrators have shared this information with staff.  CAP offered to review all these cases or to put a letter in the handouts or request the clients sign a release so CAP can contact them.  Jim will talk to VRBS leadership on this.
Closing a case too quickly out of eligibility without trying to gather more medical information—This issue was also brought up at the last Council meeting.  The regional administrators mentioned that they don’t observe this happening often.  They have talked to their staff about the importance of gathering more information and completing an extension if needed.
NCSRC Proposed Bylaws--The Council did not have concerns regarding the NCSRC proposed bylaws, so Rick will send in his vote.
Summer Campus Experience (University of Montana)—Peggy reported for Amy that they now have 20 applications, but people can still apply.  The application deadline is May 15.  The four day on-campus experience in July will give high school students an opportunity to participate in seminars, a campus tour, and community activities.  Topics for the seminars include an introduction to college life, self-advocacy skills, possible careers, disability modifications, etc.

September meeting location—The agency looked into ideas for a location for the meeting that were presented last time including Bozeman—Project Search and Fort Peck (Native American Reservation).  Those didn’t work out, so other ideas were discussed including Summit Independent Living Center, Butte, MonTech, Lake County JSEC, Boulder (MDC closure), Migrant programs.  Peggy will continue to look into these.

The next meeting will be in September at a location to be determined.

The meeting was adjourned.
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