Oregon Commission for the Blind
October 2, 2015
Minutes


CALL TO ORDER – ROLL CALL

The meeting was called to order by Chair Prateek Dujari at approximately 3:00 p.m. in the Douglas Kinney Conference Room at the agency’s Portland offices. Members in attendance were: 

Dr. Christi Closson	Carla McQuillan
Saara Hirsi 		Venky Ramakrishnan
Scott McCallum   

APPROVAL OF MINUTES

Venky Ramakrishnan made a motion to approve the July 29, 2015 minutes as written. Saara Hirsi seconded the motion and it passed.

Carla McQuillan made a motion to approve the August 7, 2015 and the August 19, 2015 minutes as written. Venky Ramakrishnan seconded the motion and it passed.

AUDIENCE INTRODUCTION 

Members of the audience on the telephone and in the room introduced themselves. 

PUBLIC COMMENT 

Most of the comments pertained to the proposed code of conduct that if approved will be included as a section in the draft B. E. Handbook Rules and Regulations.

Jerry Bird believes this document violates his right of freedom of speech. Linda Haseman thinks that the Director of the Business Enterprise Program does not meet the ORS’s criteria for being a behavioral counselor. Art Stevenson stated that the elected committee shall actively participate in major administration decision making, not just the chair and expressed other areas of concern. James Edwards was concerned about the wording and asked if employees and Commissioners are required to conduct themselves by the same rules of conduct. Randy Hauth said that it would really be better to be out developing new employment opportunities instead of trying to find a way to target or terminate licensed blind vendors.  Pat Wallace asked if self-employment opportunities through the agency had been discontinued and if so how can the BEP still be funded because it is a self-employment part of the agency. He also agreed with Mr. Bird.

BECC Chair Lewanda Miranda and committee member Harold Young expressed their approval of the code of conduct. Chair Miranda said it is not infringing on freedom of speech and that it would ensure a respectful, safe, positive working environment for the managers. She also referred to the lack of good conduct during BECC meetings.  Harold said that after being part of the program for 30 years and attending many meetings, he feels that the conduct during the meetings has gotten worse and does not feel it would harm freedom of speech.   

Former employee Carolyn Briggs read a prepared statement about her dissatisfaction with the agency.   

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR REPORT 

Introduction of New Commissioner

Dacia Johnson welcomed new Commissioner Dr. Christi Closson. Dr. Closson has practiced optometry in the Portland area for 18 years and for the last 14 years, in low vision.    

Donations Report 

Gail Stevens gave the Bequest and Donations Fund report through September 30, 2015. A donation to the SWEP program and interest from the State Treasury was received leaving a balance of $155,000 at the end of the period. 

Financial Report

The financial report was not given. Every two years during the transition between biennia there are extended month-end closing periods. The 2013-15 biennium is currently in a status of final closing through December 2015. Data for the final 2013-15 financial statement should be available in January 2016. The first set of 2015-17 biennium financials will be submitted before the next Commission meeting. This information was given to Commissioners before today’s meeting.  

It was noted that it has been about 10 bienniums in which the agency was not using any donations or interest money for the operations of the agency.    

Business Practices Monitoring Report – Check In 

Commissioners received the 4 C’s report prior to the meeting. There were no questions. 

15-17 Staffing Update

Dacia Johnson gave an update on the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, which is the federal legislation that funds the agency’s programs and on staffing at the agency.

WIOA supersedes the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 and amends the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act, the Wagner-Peyser Act, and the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. In general, the Act took effect July 1, 2015, the first full program year after enactment. The U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) will issue guidance on the timeframes for implementation of these changes and proposed regulations reflecting the changes in WIOA. The Amendments to the Rehabilitation Act in Title IV take effect on the date of enactment. The WIOA state unified and local plans and the WIOA performance accountability provisions take effect on July 1, 2016. DOL will issue further guidance on the timeframes for implementation of the provisions related to the programs administered by the Department. Some regulations have been received in draft form this past spring. It is projected that the final regulations will be in the late spring of 2016.

Highlight of WIOA reforms are:  States are required to strategically align workforce development programs; each state will develop  and submit a four-year strategy in the form of a single unified strategic plan for core programs - for preparing an educated and skilled workforce and meeting the workforce needs of employers; and that states can include other key partners in their plans.

All of the core partners and those who are considered optional partners that are contributors under the WIOA will be meeting to answer key questions around how there will be a level of service coordination across the programs and how the various programs will work together. Because the Commission is a small agency and does not have enough staff for each work source location, the agency has been exploring the best ways of making sure that each of those locations knows about the agency, what it does, where it is located and how to contact the agency. Also, the agency ensures that at least at the key level statewide decisions, by having a presence at those meetings.

For the 2015-17 biennium, the agency received an 81.5% increase in its general fund and authority to add six additional positions. Three of those positions are for the Business Enterprise Program and three are for rehabilitation instructor positions in the Rehabilitation Services Program. The BE Program has filled two positions and is currently recruiting for the executive support specialist.   Two rehabilitation instructor positions have been filled and the agency is recruiting for the third.

Chair Dujari addressed the issue of exit interviews and asked if the agency conducts them as standard practice when someone leaves the agency.  

It was explained that the agency has not adopted a standardized formal exit interview process but this has been discussed and will be explored further. The agency does, however, conduct staff engagement surveys twice a year. Opinions and suggestions are given anonymously. 

Angel Hale stated that she does do informal exit interviews.  Departing staff are moving on for very real, personal and healthy reasons and articulated to her that they were very  excited that they have gotten the experience at the agency and that they are excited to be going out into the community and other businesses where they can then educate people about the agency. 

Lane v. Brown Settlement   

A class action suit was filed in 2012 against the state relating to individuals with intellectual developmental disabilities. The suit stated that they had a fundamental right to be working in the community in integrated settings and not in traditional sheltered workshops.  After several rounds of negotiations a settlement has been reached.  One of the key parts around the settlement was that the governor had issued an executive order that outlined the state’s priorities and then required some additional significant investment infrastructure in terms of some research investment to make sure that we were tracking the data and performance and making sure that people with intellectual developmental disabilities had opportunities to pursue integrated work and the public vocational rehabilitation side under DHS there was an additional investment in policy and counseling positions. 

The agency was not named in the litigation however it is committed to implementing the Governor’s policy related to this issue. 



Breakthrough Initiative – Client Outcome Driven Agency

The executive leadership team kicked off a process of what’s called a “breakthrough initiative” to get alignment around how to function as an agency that has outcome based management thinking.  Breakthrough meetings are held frequently to look at the agency’s goals for the next couple of years and aligning, with the direction of the Commission, around focusing on client independence and timely service delivery. 

Dacia Johnson is leading the executive leadership team looking at ways in which management techniques and norms are aligned with outcome based management practices and are embraced by all staff.  Focus areas will be on consistent and standardized clients facing work processes. Angel Hale is leading a team focusing on that work. Richard Turner is leading a team on “staff shared ownership of clearly defined client outcomes.”  Eric Morris is leading a team on discussing “best practice capability” and ensuring that the agency has the internal resources that are needed to do problem solving.  Gail Stevens leads a team that is related to grant report and that federal funds being leveraged to achieve the agency’s objective and ensuring real time information.

Mass Ingenuity developed a 12 to 16 week certification course for individuals. Participants are assigned an actual agency problem and facilitate a problem solving team.  Upon successful completion of the program, they will be certified problem solvers.  They in turn would train another cadre of internal problem solving experts. Nick Bender and Sarah Mora have completed the course and will be receiving their certification. They will be mentors to other individuals taking the course. At the completion, there will be four internal certified problem solvers.

In the November quarterly target review of overall performance measures, two underperforming measures will be identified for the new problem solving training group to take on.

OLD BUSINESS 

Resources for Independent Living Services

The agency received authority to add three additional rehabilitation instructor/teacher positions to the Independent Living program. 

Angel Hale explained the differences between the vocational rehabilitation program and the independent living program, which includes the older blind program (ILOB) for people over the age of 55 and Part B (ILB), services for people under the age of 55. The vocational rehabilitation program has a budget of $4,919,351.00. There are many resources available, not only in staff, but tools and resources and training outside the agency for clients being served.  

In comparison, the budget for the Older Blind Independent Living Program is only $448,141.00. Services are provided to individuals who are not seeking employment. Services include orientation and mobility in their homes and communities, marking items and training people to live independently in their homes, and providing very limited resources such as white canes and magnification tools and connecting individuals with resources in their community. These services will continue at the same level. 

The backlog of clients waiting for services in the Portland area has dwindled since adding one additional rehabilitation instructor. One more position will be in the Portland area and the other will serve the Central and Eastern Oregon areas. The agency is also recruiting for the Medford rehabilitation teacher position because Dennis Hogan retired.  

Vermont Progressive Employment Collaborative Update

The agency is part of a learning collaborative project with the Institute for Community Inclusion (ICI), Boston University, called the Vermont Progressive Employment Model.  Angel Hale gave a synopsis of activities related to this collaborative. 

Progressive employment is an employment strategy that provides individuals who have little or no work history, low skill levels, or other barriers a way into paid employment that provides a means to increase skill level and confidence. This model has a menu of opportunities that clients will work on in incremental skill building and employment readiness steps. Progress is at an individualized pace. Simple tools on this menu, such as informational interviews, job shadowing and brief encounters with work experiences, will be available.

Angel has participated in four ICI meetings to date. She also meets with counselors and certain vendors once a week to share information around labor markets statewide and client success rates. Vendors are enthused to be able to collaborate with the agency.

Clients, their counselor and job developer will be working within Progressive Employment. The client will choose different aspects on the menu that they want to work on and time will be tracked spent within each particular menu item. This will enable the agency to look at what the outcomes for those clients are and also hard data to compare with clients that were not referred.  

Dacia Johnson said that the model is based on saying you can get individuals that you wouldn’t necessarily consider as work ready and put them through a series of menu options and interventions that will help get them toward success. It challenges traditional thinking about work readiness and what that traditional path to employment is.  

Business Enterprise Program - Code of Conduct 

Eric Morris introduced his staff and then announced that Kathy Ewing was promoted to the Training Specialist position and Tom Pileggi has been hired as the Program’s Operations Specialist. He is currently recruiting for the executive specialist position. 

Mr. Morris requested the Commission’s approval of the proposed code of conduct that will included in the Business Enterprise Rules and Regulations Handbook. 

At the April 2, 2015 Commission meeting, the draft BE Rules and Regulations Handbook was approved to move forward with the stipulation that a code of conduct/ethics section be included. Taking language from the Randolph-Sheppard Act and the state of Oregon professional workplace behavior policy that all state employees are required to sign, a code of conduct was written and approved by the BECC in a five to one vote. 

Two of the concerns raised during public comment such as Mr. Morris not being a qualified counselor and violating their freedom of speech were addressed. Commissioner Carla McQuillan noted that a code of conduct is standard for business professional practices across the country. It does not to take away the rights of individuals but ensures that rights of individuals within the work place are not being trampled on by people who may not even recognize that what they are doing is intimidating or causing someone to be uncomfortable because of their actions and interactions.  The section that states that “the director of the program will counsel…” means talking to the licensed blind manager.

Carla McQuillan made a motion that the code of conduct be approved with a minor grammar change (rearranging the words in a sentence). Venky Ramakrishnan seconded the motion. Chair Dujari abstained and the motion passed. 

The code of conduct will be incorporated into the draft BE Rules and Regulations Handbook. The draft Handbook will be resubmitted to the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) for their comments and approval. Once RSA approves, the draft Handbook will be sent to the Attorney General’s office for legal sufficiency. The draft Handbook will be brought back before the Commission for its approval. Once approved, the formal rulemaking process begins.    

Edith Green Arbitration Update

Eric Morris gave an update regarding the Federal General Services Administration’s Edith Green Building and arbitration.  

In May 2014, the agency filed for arbitration against the General Services Administration (GSA) over the Edith Green Building, a federal facility in Portland, which is subject to a permit. The Rehabilitation Services (RSA) agreed to convene an arbitration panel and is ready to conduct the meeting in mid-November to discuss the issue and render a decision.

A permit is a contract that GSA would issue the agency to operate snack bars.  Cafeteria operations are done through a competitive process where the agency would be given preference.   GSA is saying that the Edith Green facility is a cafeteria. The agency says it falls under the definition of a snack bar. That’s where arbitration comes into play.  

Agency Mission Statement Revision 

As discussed at a previous Commission meeting, the agency’s mission statement needs to be updated.  
Staff will be involved at some level in the process and ways in which stakeholders could also be engaged in that process are being explored.

Chair Prateek Dujari shared some of his ideas and gave examples of words that should be in a mission statement. He said there are two objectives to a mission statement – excite and active; that it should reflect exciting active words, such as empower

Dacia Johnson stated that staff, during the annual All Staff meeting scheduled later this month, will be involved in a fun exercise, thinking about potential action words related to not only the mission but the associated values in validating those as well. Other organization’s mission statements were researched. An update will be brought back to the Commission at its December meeting.  

ADJOURNMENT  

There was no further business, so the meeting adjourned.
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