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VRS Fairview St Paul Office
SESSION NOTES:
Committee Objective
The purpose of the VRS Community Rehabilitation Program Advisory Committee is to provide strategic advice and consultation to DEED/VRS on topics and issues affecting the mutual provision of DEED/VRS and CRP/LUV services to Minnesotans with disabilities. Our efforts to understand issues and to work collaboratively will build and nurture the capacity of Minnesota’s rehabilitation community to advance the employment, independent living and community integration of Minnesotans with disabilities. 
Specifically, the VRS Community Rehabilitation Program Advisory Committee will:
· Represent the perspectives and interests of CRP/LUVs in advancing rehabilitation and employment issues while fostering dialogue and engagement on critical issues throughout the greater rehabilitation community
· Promote innovative service practices to accelerate the adoption of best practices at a systems level that fosters equitable access to quality services on a statewide basis
· Provide strategic level advice and consultation to DEED/VRS on matters affecting CRP/LUVs
· Identify key topics and issues affecting CRP/LUVs and DEED/VRS
· Consider input from subject matter experts in issues affecting economic development, state demographics / population trends, and promising practices 
· Engage in active reflection, spirited discussion and strategic dialogue on critical topics affecting CRP/LUVs and DEED/VRS services to persons with disabilities in Minnesota
· Provide a forum for the review and discussion of critical VRS and CRP service delivery topics including, but not limited to: current service delivery practices; new and emerging service needs; identifying best practices; and the consideration of statewide service needs and resources
2015 Community Partner Members (listed alphabetically): Heather Deutschlaender, Wendy DeVore, Kelly Dilger, Jeremy Gurney, Josh Howie, Amanda Jensen-Stahl/Lisa Guetzkow, Dan Meyers, Holly Sunderman, Julie Peterschick, Robert Reedy and Lynn Vincent
VRS Members: Jay Hancock and Lori Thorpe 
Sponsor: Kim Peck, VRS Director
Co-leaders: Chris McVey and Jan Thompson
Facilitator: Holly Johnson
2015 Schedule: Feb 27, Mar 27, Apr 24, May 29, Sep 25, Oct 23, and Dec 4. 
October 23, 2015 Session Objectives:
· Discussion and preparation for the CRP Advisory Committee hosting and delivery of the October 29th Statewide VRS and Community Partners Meeting focused on deeper collaboration and joint work in service to Minnesotans with disabilities and competitive employment. 
· Provide a conduit for sharing relevant, important and timely updates and information for the benefit of vocational rehabilitation community and consumers.
October 23 2015 Attendees (listed alphabetically): Kelly Dilger, Heather Deutschlaender, Lisa Guetzkow, Jeremy Gurney, Jay Hancock, Josh Howie, Dan Meyers, Chris McVey, Kim Peck, Julie Peterschick, Robert Reedy, Jan Thompson, Lori Thorpe and Lynn Vincent
Not in attendance: Wendy DeVore, Holly Sunderman
Facilitator: Holly Johnson
Agenda Topics:
1. Welcome / Overview 
2. FY2015/2016 VRS Outcomes and Updates
3. Open Floor: Vocational Rehabilitation Community Topics 
4. Advisory Input: Pre-Final WIOA Regulations Support for PETS
5. Advisory Working Session: Building Greater Statewide Community
· Committee preparation for hosting the Statewide VRS & Community Partners Meeting on October 29th
Adjourn @ Noon
Meeting Highlights: 
· The Advisory Committee discussed the importance of effective collaboration and preparation in the face of the “Sea Change” impacting the national and Minnesota public VR programs resulting from the federal Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) and the Minnesota Olmstead Plan. 
· The committee also discussed specific challenges around the WIOA requirements for the WIOA Pre-Employment Transition Services (PETS), the “Gatekeeper Role,” and the implications of WIOA's definition of Competitive Employment.
Next Steps:
· Document Session Notes: The facilitator will document the session notes for VRS Co-leadership review and approval for distribution to key audiences including the CRP Advisory Committee, VRS, and CRP/LUV partners.
· Statewide Planning Teamwork Continues: VRS CRP Advisory Committee members will continue work on the October 29th statewide meeting planning effort including finalization of date, location and content. 
· Next Steps on three WIOA Topics Discussed Today:
1. Committee Subgroup Work: Pre-Employment Transition Services (PETS) Implementation Kim Peck will provide a clear commission to a subgroup of the VRS CRP Advisory Committee composed of volunteers Heather Deutschlaender, Lisa Guetzkow, Jeremy Gurney, Josh Howie, and Robert Reedy, to develop implementation ideas and recommendations for pre-final WIOA regulations pre-employment transition services. The Subgroup will bring their ideas back to the full committee for discussion at a future meeting.
2. Study on strategies for meeting the WIOA “Gatekeeper” Requirements. VRS Director of Strategic Initiatives and Partnerships Chris McVey will select a few VRS staff and work to identify strategies for meeting the new WIOA requirements including exploration of cost effective ways to address the anticipated volumes of providers and individuals with subminimum wage certificates and jobs who will be impacted.
3. Future advisory working session on interpreting WIOA's new definition of Competitive Employment for compliance and application in Minnesota. The committee will dig into what the new WIOA definition means for VRS funded services in Minnesota including development of practical guidelines to assist in a more consistent definition and understanding of what will constitute integrated employment and integrated settings.
Welcome and Opening
The facilitator opened with brief overview of the plan for the morning session. In light of the upcoming October 29th statewide meeting of community partners hosted by the VRS CRP Advisory Committee, the committee will adjourn at noon to allow for the Statewide Planning team to convene and conduct final preparations for next week's meeting.
FY2015/2016 VRS Outcomes and Updates
Minnesota surpassed the FFY2015 annual goal of 2,894 competitive employment outcomes with an actual number of 3,104. This is the first time our state has achieved more than 3,000 outcomes since the 1990s. VRS Field Director Jan Thompson thanked and recognized the powerful achievement resulting from the collective work of providers across the state.
VRS State Director Kim Peck thanked the committee for their strategic advisory work in assisting VRS with statewide perspectives from community partners on how various issues are experienced for providers, consumers and communities. She stated that she believes we are just starting to see a recognition and comprehension of the magnitude of WIOA's legislation nationally. There are many things that we will need to address for successful implementation of what we understand to be the congressional intent for WIOA.
Kim inquired with the advisory committee about their ideas for increasing, or “upping our game” with preparedness and skills to meet the “Sea Change” facing vocational rehabilitation and more specifically, what they would like to do as an advisory committee to make the committee a productive commitment for everyone. Jeremy Gurney said that he would like to see more structured problem solving applied to WIOA and noted the value of the SWOT tool used the previous year to gather and combine small group work. Heather Deutschlaender added that perhaps we could leverage subgroups of the CRP Advisory Committee to work on specific topics e.g. waivers.
Lisa Guetzkow shared that prior to being on the committee, one of her managers Amanda Jensen-Stahl was on the committee and that the two of them would meet to review the content of the discussions after each committee meeting occurred. Lisa said that she and Amanda would then strategically share relevant updates with other program staff so they could benefit from the knowledge. She said one thing that would be helpful in the committee documentation is to more clearly delineate between discussion points, any specific decisions and follow-up items.
Lynn Vincent shared that even when the content of some of the strategic dialogue has been concerning, it was helpful to know and apply to their organization's decision making. Lynn gave the example of holding off on a hiring decision given the Order of Selection issue. She thanked Kim for being candid and transparent in both the known and unknown challenges impacting VRS and the vocational rehabilitation system.
Robert Reedy noted that given the high level of changes in policy and regulations faced that he views the CRP Advisory Committee as a mutually beneficial group for both VRS and for CRPs/LUVs. He said that despite the uncertainties the committee has continued to have productive, complex conversations understanding that the system is shifting. In the meantime, we are doing our best to prepare until we get the “roadmap” with the final WIOA regulations and the subsequent implementation and adaptations can occur.
Kim agreed with the complex nature of the changes. As an example she talked about the VRS management team's commitment to doing whatever can be done to keep VR Service Category 1 open while striving to meet the new PETS requirements and the fiscal inability to fully succeed in both without additional funding for the new 15% set aside requirements. She believes that is it highly unlikely RSA and Congress intended to serve transition youth at the expense of the current populations of adults and youth being served however with the current draft regulations regarding “potentially eligible” that may in fact be what happens if the requirements become an unfunded mandate.
Jan added that she and the three Regional Managers, along with VRS Transition Specialist Alyssa Klein have been traveling around the state to help staff and partners understand the five required activities outlined within PETS. She noted that some of what we have done in the past will not serve us well going forward such as using the PBA for helping transition youth to find a job.
In yet another area of question, Kim shared that there is also draft language referencing “services to groups” that is on the surface very different than the Minnesota VR program's historical and current approach to individualized services. She noted that she hopes to learn more about services to groups along with other facets of WIOA at the next CSAVR meeting in November (Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation). CSAVR is composed of approximately 80 state directors of both general and blind agencies serving vocational rehabilitation in US states and territories.
The next portion of the meeting was devoted to gathering advisory input on three specific WIOA topics.
Advisory Input
WIOA Topic #1 Pre-Final WIOA Regulations Support for PETS
The draft WIOA regulations include an increased emphasis on serving transition youth. The final regulations, expected to be published in Spring of 2016, will help us clarify congressional direction of services intended by Congress and developed by the responsible federal agencies of Department of Labor (DOL) and Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA). In the meantime, Kim and the VRS management team have had intensive and iterative discussions on what can and should be done during this interim period where the policy is enacted but the final regulations are not yet out.
Kim shared that VRS has support from the Commissioner's office to make every effort to keep service Category 1 open. Given the commitment to keeping Category 1 open for both adults and youth, VRS will need to take a deeper look at every proposed contract amendment in an effort to meet the new policy and the regulations without “breaking the bank.” Until we have the final WIOA/PETS regulations, VRS will continue to provide a limited number of work experiences for high school students with disabilities. VRS will be cautiously considering new service options from our CRP partners and our WIOA partners (i.e., WIOA Youth) especially when those services provide cost effective options for providing Pre-Employment Transition Services (PETS). In addition, VRS will be using existing services in PT contracts to provide some PETS services.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Kim said that VRS is open to input from the advisory on how to fulfill the PETS requirements. She noted that the definition of “potentially eligible” that came out in the draft regulations was very different than what was discussed before the draft regulations came out and greatly expands the population that VRS may be compelled to serve. Transition youth now lists 14 to 21 years old and under the draft regulations, VRS would no longer able to count much of their existing work with transition youth as part of the new 15% set aside. There is also a need to explore “services to groups” and how that might be accomplished and balanced with the more individualized person-centered planning. Additionally, engagement and partnerships with schools will be a key component for PETS implementation.
The advisory committee offered to convene a PETS Subgroup to dig into delivery of PETS requirements ideas and recommendations for paid work experiences and bring it back to the full committee. The committee discussed the value of focusing on what needs to be done differently, as well as what can be built upon when it comes to paid work experiences for transition youth.
The CRP Advisory PETS Subgroup volunteers are: Lisa Guetzkow, Josh Howie, Heather Deutschlaender, Jeremy Gurney and Robert Reedy. Jan suggested that VRS Transition Specialist Alyssa Klein would be a natural resource to assist the subgroup.
WIOA Topic #2 Gatekeeper Role and Informed Choice
This WIOA topic is based on the requirement that individuals fully understand the range of opportunities that exist for them in the community and have made an informed decision about their employment choice. The draft regulations put pronounced emphasis on creating intentional opportunities for people to explore employment options in more integrated and competitive settings while preserving the options for individuals who oppose such employment options. This process is referred to as “informed choice” and is further supported by the Department of Justice.
This regulation specifically requires VR to ensure that an informed choice process is provided for adults currently working in a subminimum wage job whether or not they are currently a VR consumer. Some of the challenges with this new requirement include the fact that we do not currently know who and how many individuals are currently working in subminimum wage jobs in Minnesota however we have reason to believe that there are likely many who have never been part of the VR program before. This is another example of some of the data and information challenges that implementation of WIOA and the Olmstead Plan present.
Kim noted that the “Way to Work” pilot is an example of how VRS is looking at leveraging an informed choice process with ProAct consumers currently employed in-house to explore options in more integrated, competitive employment. VRS does not have the resources to test this approach statewide thus we are trying a pilot to see how it works and if it can/should be expanded.
Kelly Dilger asked for clarification on her understanding that a provider is not allowed to conduct the informed choice process for consumers their organization serves. Kim confirmed that is true and that the issue is based on having a “neutral entity” conduct the initial/ongoing annual assessment so there is no financial interest in the outcome. While the draft regulations require a "neutral" entity, there is no requirement that all meetings be conducted by VR itself. The draft regulations do however specify that either Vocational Rehabilitation or the Department of Labor will be responsible for an audit process to ensure that informed choice requirements are met. WIOA requirements say that there must be a process in place effective July 1, 2016.
Kelly said that Options Inc. is offering informed choice meetings as part of team meetings. For those expressing opposition to competitive employment, they set up a time to review in another six months and if they are not opposed then they can be moved forward.
Robert noted the incredible time and capacity requirement this could be for VR to conduct statewide. He referenced that within Rise, they have two or three such meetings with their consumers a week and that they invest an incredible amount of staff time and energy in the annual meetings. Scaling this up for thousands of individuals at a statewide level has the potential to be an enormous undertaking. Lisa observed that we may need to look at other models for service and raised the idea of looking at more of a “triage” or “ER” approach to see if we can learn anything that might be useful for meeting the new requirements.
The advisory discussed balancing the concepts of providing many more individuals with a plan (volume served) at the same time as having capacity to go deeper with a small portion of those individual plans for greater impact (depth/impact of service). Members also acknowledged that financially VRS will not be able to embed staff on every site so it will be vital to be innovative in exploring ways to meet the spirit and the letter of WIOA regulations for the Gatekeeper and Informed Choice components. Members also agreed that facility based operations will be most impacted.
In contrast to the previous topic of pre-employment transition services (PETS) where there is a natural VRS staff person (Alyssa Klein, VRS Transition Specialist) to assign to assist/drive this work, the gatekeeper function does not have any current parallel in the form of a VRS staff person. Chris McVey, VRS Director of Strategic Initiatives and Partnership offered to pull together a few staffs to explore ideas for meeting the Gatekeeper Role requirements in Minnesota. One of the pressing data needs is to get a handle on how many people this requirement is potentially connected to within Minnesota.
Jeremy posited whether VR is necessarily required to be assertive in searching individuals out or whether it is more incumbent on those subminimum providers to find a gatekeeper to meet their auditing responsibilities. Kim said she imagines that the approach we develop for addressing subminimum wage certificate providers/employees will have some mirror to whatever approach we develop to address PETS volume issues. 
Robert noted the differences in state approaches and gave the example of Florida's model which provides a “minimum touch” to meet the requirements. Jeremy noted that Opportunity Services works in both Minnesota and Florida and they are very different approaches. Robert said he prefers Minnesota's more individualized, deeper impact model but acknowledged we will have to find a way to provide access for more individuals based on the final WIOA regulations.
Topic #3 WIOA and Definition of Competitive Employment
In 2001, the RSA (Rehabilitation Services Administration) Commissioner mandated that public VR programs could no longer count noncompetitive employment outcomes in their reporting. Jay noted that VRS has historically relied on the word of the provider to determine if the position is competitive and integrated. Kim said that going forward it will be critical that Minnesota's vocational rehabilitation community come to a consensus around the definition of Competitive Employment in alignment with WIOA. Further, we will need to think about and develop an understanding of what competitive employment means as well as what does it mean for our system as a whole?
She noted the complications of taking policy and moving it into all the day to day implications for the range of employment options. Kim gave the example of Tasks Unlimited whose employment outcomes are being counted with RSA today but whose outcomes may be viewed differently by RSA going forward given the explicit language around integrated settings. There is still an element of subjective judgment in determining what is competitive employment and integrated settings. Kim asked that the advisory committee work together to help develop a shared understanding of what constitutes how we will interpret the requirements.
Julie agreed that there are many places today where we can see examples of the subjective conundrum. For instance what about Wal-Mart with three employees within a store with different work assignments? Robert added another area would include small businesses where there is a job for only one. Kelly asked about the interactions of these requirements with the anticipated changes to the waivers program.
Jan shared that VRS counselors are already asking questions about purchasing services in what are perceived as nonintegrated settings. As part of honoring individual, informed choice, they have made a few exceptions where consumers value a nonintegrated setting model. Staffs are asking if they should be encouraging choices if they are not integrated, competitive employment. Jan said it speaks to the greater community that Minnesota has been moving in this direction for a number of years now. She asked the advisory for their ideas on how can we develop a more unified agreement and approach for services in integrated and non-integrated settings. We need to vet this topic more deeply.
Julie said that the irony is the ability for providers to offer services is having employers agree to hire our consumers that allow providers to share supports. If we take that option away, will employers still be able and open to hiring our consumers? We acknowledge the individualized piece and yet it needs to be cost effective to sustain over time. We are constantly looking at providing supports based on the individual’s needs and identifying if those supports are available for them. We are often asking what exists to support that person and what's realistic? Additionally, there is another important question - what does the individual want? Finding the intersection of all those important questions is key to securing a successful employment outcome for employer and consumer alike.
Kim shared the reality that as we work together to figure out what integrated employment looks like, we anticipate there may be some political elements we'll need to address. It is unknown what latitude individual state programs will be given in the final regulations on the definition. She stated that her goal for Minnesota's VR Program is to create a definition that is understood and useful to staff and partners.
The driving question to date has always been "Will this lead to a successful employment outcome?" It is interesting to note however that successful employment outcomes are not among the WIOA draft common performance measures. Like the earlier WIOA topics, we would like to develop useful guidelines to support the implementation of the new requirements related to "competitive employment" and "integrated settings" for Minnesota.
Vocational Rehabilitation Community Topics
· CRP updates: 
· Lynn Vincent
· Courage Kenny went live October 1st with a new EHR (electronic health records) system. Lessons learned include having placement meeting appointments appearing in their overall patient records which can be unsettling for some consumers.
· Robert Reedy
· Rise, Inc. An evaluator staff left recently and that position will not be replaced until we have an opportunity to look at how the new changes will intersect with evaluation.
· Robert has been consumed by the agency wide ERP system implementation. Go live is next month. Despite all the work, there are a number of things that are exciting about the new system's capabilities. Staffs will do parallel processing on both the old and new systems until January when we plan to cut over completely.
· Dan Meyers
· Opportunity Partners Dan announced that he was impacted by a reduction in force and is finishing his employment there today. Upon looking at various other potential directions moving forward, Dan said the experience has led to reaffirming his commitment to vocational rehabilitation and he hopes to find another position in the field soon.
· Heather Deutschlaender
· Pro Act Inc. Heather has been consumed by "Way to Work" Project. Very full, intense days in Ohio as she and VRS staffs including RAM Rich Wagner, Abbie Wells-Herzog, Autism Specialist and the two counselors supporting the Way to Work pilot reviewed the Ohio program which is ending its first year and beginning a second year. Heather stated that the two VRS counselors assigned to Way to Work will be onsite at ProAct working directly with center based employees who have indicated an interest in working competitively.
· The trip to Ohio included translating acronyms between programs, visiting multiple sites, and looking at similarities and differences between Ohio and Minnesota's programs. She noted that Minnesota places more emphasis on person centered planning.
· They hosted a “Way to Work” information night this week with about 30 people in attendance. Resulted in some good questions and received applications both at the event and afterward. We're seeing interest and excited to begin the pilot effort.
· Jeremy Gurney
· Opportunity Services has a new accounting program that will result in a two FTE savings. They are also reviewing benefits.
· Groundbreaking a new facility in Byron, MN which is about eight miles outside of Rochester and midway between two existing locations.
· We are revamping our transit approach, reducing vehicles and moving toward mass/public transportation. Focused on reducing the major expenses associated with fleet. We started from scratch in thinking about how we can eliminate our transportation element.
· We are shifting to a more pure focus on employment rather than providing transportation services. This is a big change after 40+ years of doing things the same way however times change and transportation has been our biggest expense, so we need to remodel our business model. As part of our analysis, we figured that we could use upwards of 10,000 Uber rides a year versus our fleet breakeven cost.
· This has led to new thinking and solutions. Example: we have a couple of new crews starting at the University of Minnesota that are using light rail to go directly to and from work.
· Josh Howie
· Trillium Works! October has been a good month with new staff up and running. Josh said that an outstanding supervisor staff who left a year ago has returned and he was thrilled to rehire. They continue to experience good activity and outcomes for consumers.
· Julie Peterschick
· Productive Alternatives Inc. is fully staffed! The new placement staff signs and they have a job coach that is taking sign. Julie said they are excited to have two staff that can provide that service. A new Case Manager starts next Monday.
· They have a new phone system to connect two locations seamlessly. Given the geographical area they cover, it is helpful to have a system that allows messages/call to roll to wherever the staff is to enhance staff connectivity, responsiveness and productivity.
· We begin long range organizational planning next week... interesting work given all the uncertainties!
· Lisa Guetzkow
· Goodwill Easter Seals exceeded their agency wide job goal by 18% for their best year ever.
· IPS Fidelity review came through with good results.
· Kelly Dilger
· Options, Inc. has one remaining job coach position open.
· Lori Thorpe
· VRS Duluth and Cambridge Teams IPS is moving forward well in all three locations.
Key Messages for the Greater Vocational Rehabilitation Community
· For the first time since the 1990s, Minnesota has succeeded in securing more than 3,000 competitive employment outcomes in a program year. As of September 30, 2015, 3,104 individuals achieved their employment outcomes in partnership with VRS, CRPs and LUVs across the state. Congratulations and thanks to each and everyone who contributed to making employment a reality for so many people and communities!
· WIOA - the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act enacted by Congress in 2014 is still awaiting final regulations. The original timeline for the release of final regulations of January 2016 has been pushed out to spring 2016. The uncertainty of what will be in the final regulations puts all of us in an “interim” period where we must do our best to manage services and existing resources. In the meantime, VRS is committed to carefully increasing pre-employment transition services to youth through paid work experiences while still doing our utmost to keep service Category One open for both adults and youth.
· With the draft WIOA regulations, the VR program may experience new levels of demands for our services. Our challenge will increasingly be to provide cost effective access and connections to services for those who seek our help with employment while balancing that increased demand with the deeper impact the person-centered planning and services have to offer individuals.
· With our expertise and commitment to vocational rehabilitation, VRS and the greater rehabilitation community are working with thousands of Minnesotans with significant disabilities who are eligible for VRS services. We operate within a larger WIOA system of 87 counties and intersect with thousands of employers. Next week's Statewide VRS and Community Partners Meeting is an opportunity to connect and collaborate for greater impact in service together.
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