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Montana VR Council
Meeting Minutes
September 18-19, 2014
Vocational Rehabilitation Council
September 18-19, 2014
Montana School for the Deaf and Blind (MSDB)—Great Falls


Members present:  Rick Heitz, Jim Marks, Dale Mahugh, Quentin Schroeter, Lois McElravy, Amy Capolupo, Tom Osborn (Thursday), Frank Podobnik (Thursday), Anna Gibbs, Mike Woods, Char Harasymczuk, Michelle Pickell, John Senn

Members absent:  Shaunda Albert, Mona Amundson, Prairie Bighorn, Robin Haux, Michael DesRosier, Chanda Hermanson, Linda Zermeno

Staff and visitors present:  Peggy Williams, Barb Varnum, Mike Hermanson, Shawn Tulloch, Beverly Berg, Mary Taylor, Bill Harant, Donna Sorenson (MSDB)


Rick Heitz called the meeting to order.  The May meeting minutes were approved, and there was no public comment.


MSDB Overview 
Donna Sorenson, superintendent of MSDB, gave an overview of the facility.  MSDB serves both Deaf/hard of hearing students and visually impaired students.  The current enrollment is about 50.  Of those 50, 18 live in the cottages, and the others are non-residential.  MSDB serves another 500 or so students through the outreach program.  MSDB also offers a program for 18-21 year old students after they finish high school.  In this program, the students live separately on campus and learn life skills while they work.  Currently no one is in this program.  

VR Update—Jim Marks
On the state side, Jim talked about the Executive Planning Process (EPP) which is the process the governor uses to develop the budget for the upcoming legislature.  Vocational Rehabilitation and Blind Services (VRBS) asked for a few additions to the budget including additional funding for extended employment, older blind services, transitions, independent living, the waiting list (order of selection), and  provider rate increases.  Most of those have been denied, but the provider rate increases are still in contention.

On the federal side, Jim talked about the reauthorization of the Rehabilitation Act.  The Rehabilitation Act is part of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), which was passed in July 2014.  The Act emphasizes the need to build relationships with businesses.  Business will be considered a primary customer.  Another emphasis in the act is transition aged youth.  Youth are defined as being under age 24, and students are defined as being in high school.  VRBS will need to provide more comprehensive services to these youth.  

Field Services Update—Barb Varnum
	Order of Selection (OOS)—Order of Selection is when VRBS is not able to serve everyone and must establish a waiting list.  Federal law says that people with the most significant disabilities must be served first, so VRBS prioritizes clients into one of three priority categories, with priority 1 being people with the most significant disabilities and priority 3 being people with the least significant disabilities.  Starting on March 17, VRBS has not been serving any new clients in priority 3—existing priority 3 clients are being served.   The unserved priority 3 clients are on a waiting list.  Barb reported that there are currently 143 clients on the waiting list, and we will start serving those people on October 1.  VRBS got some additional federal funding from the “reallotment” process this year.  

	Transportation—Barb also discussed the proposed transportation policy which includes having more of a rationale when giving a gas allowance and requiring vehicle purchases to be disability related.  
		
	Strengthening Networking—Developmental Disabilities and Business (goal in Governor’s Report)—Before the meeting Barb talked to each of the regions about how they are coordinating with Developmental Disabilities staff and business.  Regions are making contacts with the DD staff in their area and planning ways to share information.  Some offices are also looking at a social function to get staff more involved with each othe.  One region is getting involved with the State Employment Leadership Network (SELN).  Other regions are looking at joining the local Chamber of Commerce and SHERM and figuring out how to work with businesses to do on the job training. One office suggested that staff could receive training in one of the bi-monthly webinars on how to make effective presentations to employers. The training could include tips on how to visit with employers about the benefits of hiring individuals with disabilities, accommodations, tax incentives, etc.  

	WIOA—Some of the provisions of the new law include a strong focus on transitions of youth with disabilities—specifically competitive, integrated employment.  Other features are subminimum wage protection; 90 days for the counselor and client to develop the rehab plan (down from 120); emphasis on pre-employment services for students with disabilities; emphasis on VR working directly with employers; and combining all the regional technical assistance centers into one national center.	

Governor’s Report--Mike Hermanson	
Mike took a picture of the Council members for the Governor’s Report.  He also reviewed the recommendations and accomplishment section which the Council decides on.  Some new ideas that Mike will bring back to the November meeting include:
· Use technology to get developmentally disabled consumers into the workforce
· Provide MonTech training to new counselors.
· Put VR in a more positive light by getting the name out there.
· Work with business to help small employers figure out how to accommodate people with disabilities.
· Consider making a brochure to give to community rehabilitation programs to hand out to businesses which includes success stories to help employers conceptualize accommodations.
Training and Transitions, Mark Mahnke 
Mark, the new VRBS staff trainer and transitions manager, discussed the new emphasis in WIOA on transitions.  VRBS’ “Adopt a School” program is mostly in the big schools.  But Mark, a former counselor, said a lot goes on in the smaller schools also.  Many staff will attend the Transitions Conference in November, and this year’s Montana Association of Rehabilitation will have information on transitions also.  Recent staff trainings include the ASPIRE project, suicide prevention, order of selection, and the Affordable Care Act.  Mark is also working with the Futures group to revise the curriculum.

Regional Transitions Update (Goal in Governor’s Report)—Tammy Hogan, Misti Hofland, and teacher
Two Great Falls staff and a teacher they work with reported on their activities with students with disabilities.  Great Falls VRBS staff has established office hours within the schools and find this to be very helpful.  They have developed a good relationship with the school district teachers which also helps provide the best services to students.  

Deaf Museum
The Council visited the museum on the MSDB campus.


Friday, September 19
Expressions of Silence and Visually Impaired Performers from MSDB performed for the Council.  

Deaf Update—Shawn Tulloch	
Shawn is keeping in touch and providing support for VRBS counselors who have deaf clients on their caseloads.  She is working on a video for the Money Follows the Person project that encourages people to live in their own home rather than a nursing home.  Examples of accommodations that are available for people who are deaf are light flashers, video phones, amplified phones, dogs.  VRBS is working on a similar video for blind services.  

ASPIRE—Mary Taylor 	
Mary showed a video and discussed the ASPIRE program.  This is a study that looks at the effect of providing case management and enhanced services to 14 – 16 year old students who receive Supplemental Security Income.  The study will last for 5 years.  The website is www.aspirewest.org .

Blind Services—Cane vs Dog for mobility—Bruce Breslauer
Bruce demonstrated mobility techniques with his dog and with a cane.


The meeting was adjourned.

Next meeting November 7--teleconference
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