09/13/2011 General Remarks
>> Welcome back.  Everybody have a good lunch?  Sometimes it is hard to stay awake after lunch.  You know, especially if you have traveled here, from say, the west coast.  Or what we think of as the best coast.  But, to counter act that possibility of anyone getting drowsy.  I have the honor and privilege of introducing the commissioner of the Rehabilitation Administration.  Most of you in the room probably know this, but commissioner Lannae served as the commissioner of the Rehabilitation Service Administration since January of 2010.  Prior to that, some of our old teammates are in the room, she served from 2005 to 2009 as the director of Division of Vocational Rehabilitation in Washington state.

[ Applause ]

>> Of course, I served as the director of blind services up to 2005 in Washington state.  I'm glad to see some of my friends from Washington in the room.  As ‑‑ person who was born with a disability, commissioner Lannae received service from the program.  I hope that her service level was high during that time.  If not, I hope it was not in Washington or Florida.

[ Laughter ]

  But she had ‑‑ while receiving that assistance, achieved a, she graduated from the northern Michigan University with a Bachelor of Science in education.  Without any further comments, just give a good strong welcome to one of ours.  Commissioner Lannae.

[ Applause ]

>> Oh, my gosh.  Well, thank you.  I understand that you guys have already said that whoever spoke this morning didn't talk loud enough.  That people in the back of the room couldn't hear them.  Trust me, you're going to be able to hear me.  What I want to make sure is that you think about what we're here to talk about.  Think about it not just during this conference, but when you go back to a state VRA agency or a case or full profit organization, that you really think about what is it that we're going to do to be able to demonstrate that the public VR program is relevant.  That is what program evaluation and quality assurance do.  They help us figure out, how do we measure what we're doing?  What works, what doesn't work?  And more importantly, how do we do program improvement so we keep getting better?  So, I've got a lot of comments and, which would not surprise anyone here.  Then I'm going to open it up to questions.  Because, for me, it is really more of value to find out what's on your mind and what kinds of things you're thinking about and how we together can be that community of practice that improves the VR program.  So, first, thank you.  Thank you for inviting me to be here.  I feel like I'm channeling down from Utah, who is ‑‑ the person who is the most committed to the development of a system, of program evaluation and quality assurance in the public VR program.  He hosted the ‑‑ event two years ago.  Then the state of Washington hosted the event last year.  Then this year was Florida.  So, who knows why we're going to be next year, but I really appreciate that you took the time, that you convinced your administrator or your boss or your supervisor, that it was of value to come to Tampa, Florida, when the temperature is like 85 and the humidity is about 85, but it is gorgeous.  You get to see palm trees and all of that stuff, but to be able to spend some time together talking about how do we bridge that gap.  Make sure that we're really focusing on making a difference through a program evaluation.  I'm going to tell you some fun stories.  I'm going to tell you things that are kind of provocative, but I want you to thinking about not just what you learned when you are here, but what you're going to do with it when you get back.  To me, that's what the real value is.  I really want us to be thinking of how are we going to go that we're successful?  How do we know that what we're doing and the changes that we make really take us in a direction that improvs our programs?  What are the approaches that we use and what are the questions that we ask ourselves and our teams to figure out whether or not we need to make changes.  And when we do make changes, what's the result of that?  So, as bill said, I was really, it was my honor and privilege to be the VR directer for the state of Washington for 2005 to 2009.  In the general agency.  Because, we were a team of people that were committed to figuring things out.  We started in, in an effort to be able to say that ‑‑ and, Kelly Boston will love me for saying this.  She thinks I crazy when I said we're getting out of order selection.  I was saying that's when I started the job.  We did that for years and had an administrator who was really convinced that we're going to be in order of selections and the message to staff was kind of like, get used to it.  Well, I came from a very different perspective from that.  It was driven by a real strong commitment to customer service.  Thinking that we ‑‑ don't have to do it that way, but we took it as a real challenge as a team to figure out when are we going to know and know it, so we can keep moving forward.  So, we had, I think ‑‑ very special place in time of a team of people that got together and valued data.  We valued working together and taking together about what could be possible.  We engaged with our staff.  We engaged with our partners about how would we get out of order selection?  But, it's not just a matter of saying we're going to get out of order selection when you have thousands of people waiting for services and you have a pretty dismal budget situation.  And you've got concepts that you can't fulfill and you've got relationships with people who don't really believe they are part of a system that is going to work together to create solutions.  But we did that.  We did it because we had a group of people that wasn't just me has the director and Don as the assistant to the director.  We had Kelly Boston, our planning and policy person.  Who helps us to really think strategically where we need to get to.  We involved our business service manager who was there at the table all of the time being able to talk ‑‑ about how much money do we have?  How much money do we need?  And real where are we at in terms of projects.  We had our I.T. and data person at the table all of the time figuring out what kind of tools do we need?  What kind of tools do we have?  What are we going to do together to make the case of getting out of order selection.  Then building an organization that was really focused on program improvement.  So, we did that in the state of Washington.  Which is not what happens in a lot of other states.  I used that as sort of the analogy of where many of you may be.  You may be kind of the lone voice in that organization talking about program evaluation.  You may be a part of a team of folks who have a view about ‑‑ let's keep the end in mind.  Where is that we need to go?  How are we going to get there?  Though you might be a person who is just coming to this pretty new.  You're just now in a role of being responsible for program evaluation.  I think we as a system have a lot of folks who have a lot to offer as a community of practice.  I can share with you that one of the things that I think really made a difference for when I became the RFA commissioner is that the scale of what I was now responsible for was exponential larger.  So, I go from being the director of a great organization to then being the commissioner of the rehabilitation services administration and a sense about, now, what a minute.  This is like a million people that we serve every year.  There are about 25,000VR staff.  There throughout the country and the territories.  We're responsible for an investment of $4 billion of federal funds in the public VR program.  The question that was raised with me when I went through my nomination to be the commissioner.  Then as I started in this position, was a real question about relevance.  Why should we have a state VR program?  Why does it make any difference?  Why aren't you part of the Department of Labor?  Why do you have a law that requires that you have a director and staff that are focused on the work of vocational rehabilitation?  Why do you have language in the rehabilitation act that says that you always need to be seeking comparable services and benefit to leverage the resources in the VR program?  Why should we continue to fund a program that, if you look back over the last 20 years, we have continued to increase in the dollars that we have, because by law, our dollars increase every year when there's a cost of living increase and we generally have gotten increases from 2% the 4% every year.  This past year we didn't get any, because there wasn't any inflation.  Unfortunately, they can't take any money back when we start deflation.  That is a good thing.  We have continued to increase in terms of our dollars, but essentially the numbers of people that we served, the numbers of people that have been in the plan, and the numbers of people that have been successfully employed not only have they not been growing, they are actually decreasing.  So, we get more money to look bike we're not doing as much with it.  So, it becomes a real important issue as a federal level and your state level and your regional level to be able to talk about the reference of the public rehabilitation program.  So, I'm going to tell you a couple of scenarios.  Some of which have worked out really well.  Some of which have not.  So, we as a program got about $540 million for our recovery act funds.  Great infusion that has been designed, if you just think back to when recovery act funds were made available to us and to everyone else that got recovery funds.  The idea was, it was to create jobs.  It was to really challenge our systems to do things differently and better and get better outcomes, but unfortunately, at least in the rehabilitation services administration, we wouldn't talk about how are we going to evaluate whether or not that investment of $540 million is going to make a difference.  The level of accountability that state VR agencies had to use was about the numbers of jobs that were created as a result of those funds.  Not the numbers of people that came off of our waiting list.  Not the numbers of people that were served and then went to work.  It was the numbers of jobs that were created.  Well, we all know that the last couple of years most state VR agency haven't been able to create many jobs.  If you use Washington as an example.  We had a very difficult time working through the labor relations process to be able to contract for services.  So, jobs were not being necessarily created with the recovery act funds that we were able to benefit from.  So if you look from a clearer perspective of were there pieces in place when we first got started that said we want to keep the end in mind when we start.  We were in a program, a program evaluation, we didn't have a sense of program evaluation.  We were just committed to getting the money out the door and to you.  What has made this most difficult now is that it is difficult for us to tell the story of whether or not those were good investments.  We know, at a state VR agency level, if we were able to purchase an automated case management system.  We were able to take thousands of people off of our waiting list.  We were able to create internships and opportunities for employment for people with disabilities that were different than what we have done before.  We know it has been a positive impact, but we're not able to tell the story.  Because when we got the resources at least at a federal level.  You may have done better that state level, but we didn't have program evaluation in place to say, how will we know what success looks like?  So, that's one of those times where I think it is a good lesson to learn if you're going to get an infusion of resources you want to know that from the beginning that you're going to have levels of accountability, not whether or not you spent the money legally.  It is what was the impact?  How can you tell that the infusion of $9 million, $20 million, $150,000, that has made a difference in the lives of the people that you're serving.  There's a program called projects for industry.  How many do you know what PWI is?  Okay.  So, you may be some of the 7,000 people that sent me e‑mails when Congress told us that we could no longer fund PWI.  We have in the rehabilitation act, had a provision for resource]s for a grants program called projects with industry.  They liked, the state VR program have performance measures.  When you expect the dollars you have performance measures you need to report on those performance measures.  That determines if you will continue to get resources and it also talks about the value of the program.  So, when Congress was looking at where they would inflict pain upon us in about April of 2011, working on our 2011 federal budget.  They said the VR program has to come up with about $39 million in reductions.  One of the reductions had to be the elimination of PWI.  Now, there's a whole consistency, I only hear from 7,000 of them.  I'm serious, I got 7,000 e‑mails.  They also sent them to the secretary of education.  And the office of special ed and rehabilitation services.  I was not special, I was just on the list and got all of the e‑mails.  The e‑mails were compelling from people who said this has been a valuable program.  We don't want to see it end.  I don't want to lose my job.  For those who dug a little bit deeper, what you found out was the majority of people that sent e‑mails to us were individuals who continue to gets a IRS, DD S ( phonetic ) or both and working below level to continue to get their benefits.  What the PWI resources were doing was giving them more money in their pocket, but it was not necessarily moving them off of benefits and into better jobs or a career.  So, it was hard to be able to defend the 7,000 people that were saying, at all costs keep funding this program when the data in the program evaluation that we had said, by enlarge, this has been a great supplement to folks, but it hasn't necessarily provided full‑time employment for people that allowed them to get the training and them get moving on careers.  That's not what the impact was.  So it is one of those times where the data helped Congress make a tough decision.  It also helped us tell a better story when we're starting to talk with people about why is it that we would choose to tell, to do what Congress told me to do, but why would we choose to no longer fund that program?  I give you that as an example.  Because my sense is, as you look at this upcoming year and probably for the next couple of years, Congress is going to be making some very difficult decisions.  Federal agencies are going to be making very difficult decisions.  You already, at a state and local level, have been involved in budget decisions.  That have been really difficult and you're in a much better place if you can demonstrate that you had reached your investment.  That you know the impact of your program.  That you've been able to make changes in programs based on your analysis, your data,  and your information about how effective has your program been.  The role of a state rehabilitation council is to help you do that.  To help you identify how effective are the programs and services that you offer?  So, I think that the time is now for us to be thinking about program evaluation can really help us ‑‑ tell our story better and be ‑‑ a real component to us being able to say that we're relevant and the investment of the resources is going to put us higher on the rung then other programs that can't demonstrate that reference.  Because most federal agencies and most state agencies now are looking at some type of program ranking.  It is not just that they had 7,000 e‑mails.  It is whether or not you can demonstrate a return on investment and is this program effective.  Many of the recovery act fund programs that we helped to be able to support throughout the country in VR, committed resources to internships.  That was a great investment.  We took it one step further to say, so how many of them got jobs?  Permanent positions as a result of the internships they were involved in.  Again, we're good at doing the number countering.  Sure.  The state as fill in the blank, created 7,000 internship opportunities have better relationships now with 10,000 different businesses, but ‑‑ do we know whether or not the internship led to permanent employment?  Was it consistent with the person's vocational goal]?  Is it consistent with their skills and abilities and potentials?  Those are the questions that program evaluations are able to answer.  There's a program that ‑‑ I like the music ‑‑ ( singing ) ‑‑ good‑bye.

[ Laughter ]

  That could easily be me, accept I don't have the really nice music.  There is a program called project search.  How many of you are involved in project search?  Probably 10% of the room just raised their hands.  Project search was a program out of Cincinnati, children's hospital several years ago.  One of the, they have both an adult program and a youth transition program.  The youth transition program is one where students who are in special education who have finished their academic part of secondary education, but still have time yet to be able to get special ed services, that's usually when they are like 19 or 20 years old, they can take part in a program where they are actually at a business.  There is a classroom at the business.  They learn work skills.  They go on three different rotations over the year to be able to demonstrate and learn skills that then allow them to be become competitively employed in an integrative setting at the end of project search.  One of the programs that the national institute on disability and rehabilitation research, it is a partner of ours that department of‑ed, one of the programs they are funding right now is in Virginia.  Because what they are doing, they're providing resources for research from the very beginning of the project to be able to know what works and what doesn't work in project search.  That's a really good example of starting with the end in mind.  When they created their project search in Virginia, they partnered, not just with a business that was very interested in creating employment opportunities for people with disabilities, but they created a partnership with a university, with the research focus to help them idea what works about project search.  We have very few practices in vocational rehabilitation that are evidence‑based practices.  Again, if we're going to demonstrate those are good return on investment of those $4 billion, we need to be able to better tell that story.  So, funding research in the project through in Virginia, was the Virginia VR program and the University of Virginia, it's a huge, huge step in the right direction.  We've been working on, I know that one of your sessions here at the conference is on return on investment.  For many of us who have been leaders in VR programs, we're the ones who have to go before the governor, go before the legislature and really convince people that the investment of state dollars to match the available federal dollars is a good return on their investment, but what was not had, a national formula to describe what the return on investment is.  So if you ask Bob or you ask me, we're going to hear from ‑‑ a lot of different Vs directors saying it is a 7‑1 return or 3‑1 or a 10‑1 return.  We have not had a national formula to be able to say, here's the return on investment.  I think that's one of the places where I would really encourage you to work with us to help us to be able to identify how are we going to describe the return on investment of both state and federal resources in the public VR program.  Again, I think that's what program evaluation and quality assurance can do for us.  We've had many conversations on the federal level with Congress about the workforce investment ac.  One of the clear areas that we have been invited to the table and partners with us is for us to be a part of the common measures.  How many of you know what the common measures are in the workforce system?  Every single hand in this room needs to come up and understand that.  Because, many of the you know, you guys all know about our standards and indicators, right?  How many of you know about the federal standards and indicators?  Okay.  That is getting better.  Still not anybody.  I have so much ‑‑ stuff for you.  You need to know the standards and indicators.  Every state VR agency receives from us at the federal level essentially a report card that says for the federal standards and indicators, whether or not you have passed them and for some federal programs, that's a real critical piece on the Department of Labor side when they look at programs that don't meet their evaluation standards and indicators, folks lose their money.  That doesn't happen on the VR side, but we do put people on program improvement plans and work together with the state VR agencies to improve their performance.  If you are part of program evaluation with a state VR agency or with a case, you need to know what the standards and indicators are.  You need to know how well your state is preforming.  You need to know how well you have preformed over the last few years and you need to help me answer the question, are those standards and indicators relevant.  In some cases they are not, but they are the standards and indicators that we have, but the federal partners in the workforce system use what are called common measures.  The common measures are for all workforce programs again to be able to describe what's that return on investment.  Their focus on things like ‑‑ whether or not someone was in a training program and did they complete a training program and did they get a certificate.  A credential.  In the workforce system.  The attainment of credentials is really important.  That's not necessarily a driver in the state VR system.  So, again I would encourage you to understand whether or standards and indicators, but also on the workforce side, what are the common measures.  But clearly that is a direction that we're going.  We've done some work at the federal level with the council of state administrators for vocational rehabilitation with the US business leadership network to be able to look at how do we start to share our stories of success.  Because we all know that the 9/11 data can overwhelm you.  We have lots and lots and lots of data.  We don't often tell our story well enough with the data that we have.  Some of the data that we need, we don't currently collect, but for many people, it's not about the data.  It's about the personal story.  So, we're working together with several state VR agencies who have been very grain us about sharing their success stories with us and throughout the month of October we're going to be releasing success stories jointly through the rehabilitation services administration and through the USBLN to talk about, again, what's the relationship that we have with job seekers and employers and the public sector and the private sector.  What does that say about that return on investment and whether or not we as a program or relevant.  A lot of times for people that we serve, the relevancy is viewed through customer satisfaction surveys.  Having been a state VR director, I can tell you many times the questions were, yes.  He likes the counselors.  Yes.  They thought they were treated with dignity and respect, but at the end of the day, after they were served by us for 18 months.  20 months, or 15 years, whatever it is, that ‑‑ the job that they got wouldn't make enough money to live on.  They were ‑‑ disappointed that they didn't get a job where they could be economically self‑sufficient.  So, we were able to say we had a successful employment outcome, but that customer doesn't have to resources or the confidence that they are going to be able to work full‑time and be able to have economic self‑sufficiency.  When we talked with employers.  It's generally about are you satisfied with the work that this person has done for the past 90 days.  That to us an important criteria, but we don't often go back and say.  So, how can we better need your needs on the long run.  Not just for one placement, but as a relationship that helps to meet your workforce needs.  So, I encourage you.  I prompt you, I beg you to think about not just do we know where our dollars go, but do we understand that we really have an obligation to bridge that gap between people that come for services in the services that are delivered and whether or not that person then becomes economically self‑sufficient.  Can we demonstrate that they have been a return on investment?  Do we have an understanding of whether or not there is relevance to the public VR program?  So, that's not just your job.  Actually, the leadership responsibility of state VR programs, It's a partnership responsibility with the cases, it's the commitment that we are as federal state partners that what we're going to do is really focus on not only providing the services being accountable for the resources, but being able to demonstrate and being able to measure that we've made program improvements and can evaluate what we have done and insure that we are quality in the work that's being done every day, by those 25,000 state VR staff throughout all of the 80VR agencies, serving about 1 million people every year, but right now, getting less than 200,000 successful employment outcomes on a yearly basis.  That's the challenge to us.  We can say all the reasons why people aren't getting jobs.  We can talk about all the different centers that were built into the social security system.  We can talk about all of the challenges that everyone's having, with getting a job, but at the end of the day, what I have to justify and what I encourage you to take responsibility for helping us justify is, is the investment of $4 billion worth the outcomes that we're currently getting for only a little less than 200,000 people every year.  Those are serious questions.  Those are questions that I raise provocatively, but I also raise because I think that you're the group who can help us learn how to be able to evaluate whether or not what we're doing is effective.  If it is not effective, what are we going to do it change it?  So, I'm going to leave you with one last comment.  Then open it up for questions and comments.  That is, I believe that everyone of us, 25,000 people in the VR programs and all of our partners, have a responsibility to people with significant disabilities to assist them in becoming employed and being successful.  Not just surviving, but thriving in their careers.  I've been vug this as us together being a part of what I'm calling A, B, C, D.  What I want all of us to think about is that we're assets based community developers.  The only reason that we have our jobs is because we're here to serve people with significant disabilities.  That is never lost on me.  I'm absolutely committed to that.  I want to make sure that what we do collectively is that we're able to from the way we talk about our program, that we are continuing to be ‑‑ [meeting interrupted].  Significant disabilities.  So, I urge you as you leave from the conference, at the end of the ‑‑ conference, stand out about standards and indicators and common measures and what's your role in helping your agency be absolutely the best at being acid based community developers.  Because I believe that people with significant disabilities deserve absolutely nothing less than the best.  Thank you very much.

[ Applause ]

>> Okay.  So we have 15 minutes.  Comments?  Questions?  We have state VR folks.  We have some of our partners at the cases.  We have folks who have been doing this for a lot longer than I have been doing it.  Comments and questions?  Yes.  If you do not volunteer, I'm going to volunteer you.

>> A question over here?

>> Uh‑huh.

>> Hey, Deb.

>> Thanks.  Lannae ‑‑

>> You are?

>> I'm Deborah Thompson.

>> You're from?

>> I'm from Florida with the rehab council here in Florida.

>> Great.

>> I was just listening to you talking about the issues concerning getting people who are working, who have disabilities, with jobs that ‑‑ not only will sustain them, but get them off of the benefits and things that maybe they have become used to.

>> Correct.

>> I think one of the things we have to begin to think about is how do we mesh the attitude of ‑‑ of people so that, because what we say we want in many instances is, yes, I want a job, but what we actually mean is, I want a job, but I want to be able to keep everything that I already have.  Okay?  I think that is the thing that sometimes you know, that we're going to have to help to educate ourselves and the people that we're serving who come and really want a job.  I do understand very well, but unless you're getting people jobs that are ‑‑ you know, if, if I'm getting, this is just hypothetical.  If I'm getting $3,000 a month in services from, you know, FSSDI and SSI and so forth and whatever I get and I'm not able to get a job that nets me that much or more.

>> Exactly.

>> There is no need in my giving up my opportunity, you know, for something that's going to put me in a lesson situation then where I am.  That is the hard part in many instances and getting them to understand that the education that I'm receive asking the training I'm getting is to help prepare me that I can go higher than just being on a social service program.  I think that we have to mesh those attitudes together.

>> Those are really good points.  Deborah is a member of our institute on rehabilitation issues.  We're taking a look at ‑‑ so, what's the impact on employment for people with disabilities when healthcare is a concern?  So, as we have healthcare reform, is there going to be a positive impact on employment outcomes for people with disabilities?  You hit on several really key points.  A lot of times it is about expectations.  You may live in a culture in your family or community where the culture is one of poverty.  The culture is one of receiving social services.  There is not an incentive.  There is not an expectations.  There is not anticipation that you're going to finish high school and go on to college.  That we're going to get a good job.  There is an expectation, if you're a kid and can bring in SSI, you have just added to that family's income, what is the incentive to get out of kid's SSI, if it is going to mean ‑‑ [interruption in conference].

[ No audio ]

[Recording stopped].

[ Event concluded ]
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