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Following guide of
consent decree, Rhode Island
improving opportunities
for mentally challenged

BY ELI SHERMAN | Shermani®BFEN.com

June 2013, federal investigators filed a complaint in U.S. District Court accus-
ing Providence and Rhode [sland of segregating individuals with intellectual
and developmental disabilities, also known as IDD.

At the time, students with 1DD were required to perform
assembly-like tasks in a segregated wing of Mount Pleasant High

BUSY KITCHEMN:
School, which operated as a pipeline for students to leave and mma
work at a segregated day program in North Providence. Many m alll1I Dr. Day
stayed and worked there for 15-30 years. where he pre-
pares mone than

The state-funded day program, located in a deteriorating former 100 meals per
elementary school, paid its workers low wages to package medical  pf e ko=
supplies, wrap television remote controls and hand-sort jewelry. aﬂﬁé*mﬁ“m
One man made as little as 14 cents per hour and there was little to busy and occupied.
no guidance on how workers might gain other employment. SSINEL EAL
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*{ne person who [worked thene]
for approximately 30 years said that
he asked the provider nearly every
vear ... bo work at a hardware store,
vet he [was never] assessed or re-
ceived service and supporis neces-
sary for him to work in an inbegrated
setting, let alone a hardware store,”
according to the complaint.

Fast-forward to 2017 and the state
still grapples with many of the issnes
it was accused of four years ago.
Segregated work still exists and un-
employment remaing high, at about
78 percent among adults with IDD,
Social-service providers ane langely
understaffed and underfunded. New
fiederal guidelines call for more
costly services, leaving state officials
to wrestle with a budget that's still
recovering from cuts realized during
the Great Recession,

“Whats happened over the vears
|5 that the programs and services
that were targebed (o assist individu-
als with IDD have lost funding,” said
Stephen Brunero, executive director
of the Rhede Island Parent Information
Metwork in Cranston.

But the state has also realized mea-

surable gains, especially in the past
vear, suggesting movement in a posi-
tive direction. Rhode Island in 2014
entered into a consent decres with the
L5, Department of Justice, requir-
ing it to better connect individuals
with IDD to integrated-employment
opportunities, The employment rate
has ginee grown, to nearly 25 percent
compared with 19 percent in 2012,

"In many places [the state] is
hitting the mark, and other places
it's not hitting the mark,” said John
J. “Jack” McConnell Jr., the U5,
District Court judge in Rhode Island
responsible for ensuring the state
complies with the consent decree.

Advocates say Rhode [sland em-
plovers could play a pivotal rode in
propelling integrated employment,
and some businesses are actively en-
gaged. But there are still entrenched
barriers to employment that have
proven dilficult to overcome,

“More work needs to be done to
break down some of the stereotypes
that exist,” said Victoria E. Ferrara,
coordinator of access tintegrated
employment at the Paul V. Sherlock
Center on Dizabilities al Rhode lsland

‘We still fight every day
to try and make ends

meet. ... Every agency is

dealing with the same thing.

THOMAS P. KANE, AccessPoint Rl president and CEO
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“The thought is that the individual
is going to be a burden in the work-
place, they won't be as productive, or
they might sue i it docsn't work out.
But there's a lot of research to debunk
those myths,” she added.

THE WORKERS

When Gerald “Jerry™ I Agostinog
first left high school, be wasn't inter-
ested in work,

“T was sitting at home all day play-
ing video gamyes becanse I thought
that's what [ wanted,” he said. “Even:
tually, it got boring, so I wanted to get
out a little more."”

The 28-vear-old Providence resi-
dent, who receives disability services,
eventually got a bus pass and started
viziting the Providenes Place mall,
which s where he realized a clear
desire 1o work.

"When I was browsing around the
mall, it made me want to work, be-
canse there was stufl I wanted fo buy,
and food I wanted to eat,” he said,

D" Agostino connected with the
stabe for some job training and
worked at Goodwill Industries of
Rhode Island. After about a vear, he
connected with The Fogarty Center, a
Barrington-based service provider for
individuals with IDD. The nonprofit
helped him land a job in Pawtucket
at Dr. Day Care, formerly Pawiucket
Day, where he's worked as a cook for
o years.

“1 like how it Keeps me busy and
occupied so now I'm not stuck in the
house every day,” e sald,

D" Agostino now advocates through
the Fogarty Center for integrated
employment opportunities for other
individuals with IDD. He said his
job has given him greater social and
financial indepandencs.

His story exemplifies what the
federal government wants to sed more
of in Rhode Island, The consent de-
eree calls for more “person-centered”
planning and integrated employment,
which means helping individuals
with [DD seek meaningfiul employ-
ment in the private sector.

There are nearly 4,000 adults who
receive services through the Develop-
mental Disabilities Division, an arm
of the R Department of Behavioral
Healthcare, Developmental Disabilities
and Hospitals. And the state is ac-
tively trying to connect 2,914 of them
to community-based, integrated job
opportunities, while working with
another 707 students to plan for tran-
sittoning into adulthood,

Chrizs Forte has worked at the
Home Depot on Charles Street in
Providence since June 2016, Early in
September, Forte walked through the
store, chatting with co-workers and
offering customers help.

He stopped at the sight of a dog
passing by.

“Is hie frlendly?™ he asked the dog's
owner, before bending down to pet.

Forte's responsibilities inelude
retrieving carriages from the parking
lot and helping folks load heavy pur-
chases into cars and trucks, He likes
to tell stories, and got a laugh out of
one that involved a custemer who was
convineed that putting a heavy water
heater atop an easily dented Toyola
Camery wonlld be a good bces,

Forte, who works part time, uses
his pavcheck to pursue hobbies,
including wearable technology. He
has a Fitbit to count his steps each
day, and a Samsung smartwatch to
connect to his phone,

What's his favorite part of work-

“Everything,” he said with a smile
on his e, “There's something new
every day.”

The number of individuals with
1D totals bess than 0.4 percent of all
Ehede Islanders, but the fiscal 2018
$256.7 million budget — 5006 percent
of which comes from federal funds
- of the Developmental Dizabilities
Division makes up 2.8 percent of the
entire state budget. That breaks down
to about 564,000 per individual served,
an amount that was criticized dur-
ing the Great Recession for being too
high, according to service providers.

The funding, however, is largely
passed through to dozens of social-
service providers, which are key
partners in delivering direct support
to Rhode Islanders with IDD.

“The provider agencies are the
feet on the ground,” explained Kerri
Zanchi, Developmental Dizabilities
director, “We're the umbrella.”

The providers argue the efforts are

POWERFUL SUPPORT: Thomas P,
Kane, left, is president and CEOQ of Ac-
m ulﬂt m. 3 m!l‘ﬂi ViCe P#ﬁl‘m‘l
that supports individuals with IDD.
Christopher Perry of Coventry has
won 102 gold, B9 silver and 112 bronze
medals in power lifting at the Special
Olymiplics.
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‘More work needs to be
done to break
down some of the
stereotypes that exist.

VICTORIA E. FERRARA, Rhode Island College
coordinator of access to integrated employment

costly because of the elevated level of
support nedded for each individual,
s of whom roequine fulldime sup
port. And the provider commumnity,
which employs thousands of Rhode
Islanders, is working with the state
to come into compliance with the
eonsent decres,

And with new feleral requine
ments, spelled ot in both the consent
decred and new Medicaid managed-
care guidelines known colloguially as
the “Tinal rule,” providing servioes s
becoming maore labor intensive and
subssguently more expensive,

“Therg were some people in state
government wha thought that organt-
zations could absorbh a substantial cut,
Bt ig just wasn't true,” sald Thomas
P. Kane, president and CED of Access-
Paint RI, & Cranston-based, nonprofit
service provider for individuals with
intellectual and developmental dis-
abilities.

THE PROVIDERS

There are roughly 40 organizations
working with the state to provide
gerviees o individuals with IDD.

The providers receive funding
from state axpayers that 15 matched
by federal sources, Leading ug to 2008,
funding for developmental disabilities
inereased each fizeal vear, reflecting
a budpet that prioritized inteprated
SIVIces.

“Rhode Island was considered to
b one of the more-progressive states,
and thene was 2 big focus on oo
nity Integration,” Ferrara sald,

Fiut From 3008 to 2012, funding was
slashed 5386 million, o 151 percent,
according to state Nguees, The cuts
triekled down to providers and - wlti-
mately - individuals with 10D,

“The significant budget cuts ime
pacted the system itself, and a greator
foeus was given to grouping people
[with IDD,” Ferrara added.

The grouping led to segregation,
landing the state in hot waler with the
federal government. And while the
number of segregated work facilities
has fallen to four, from nine since the
beginning of the consent decree, the
fedoral govermment in coming years
could withhold Medicadd funding if
the money 1sn™ spent on community-
based integrated employment.

“Those [Bucilities] need (o come
into compliance,” Zanchi said point.
etlly.

A person-centersd approach.
however, requires a larger workforce,
Whereas a couple of employers previ-
onsly coubd support many individuals
in a group setting, integrated employ-
ment reguices individualized suppord.

But providers are still veeling from
the cuts, struggling to pay compsti-
tive wages and to accept new clients,

=& 1ot of cuts had 00 be made

FUNDING BACK, BUT IS IT ENOUGH?

During the Great Recession the state slashed a major portion
of the state’s Developmental Disabilities Division’s budgel,
which is largely passed through to social-service providers who
provide direct suppert to individuals, Since 2012, the state has
increasingly replaced the lost funding, but providers question
whether it's enough, as costs have simultanesusly grown.

$260,000,000
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EXCITED: Kerri Zanchi, director of the state's Developmental Disabilities Divi-
sion, is excited about a new pilol program aimed of boosting the ranks of secial
servion providers bo help individuats with 10D find jobs.
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internally, which elther reduced

the armound of service that we could
provide to the people who come to our
organization, or reduced the salary
and benefitg to staff,” Kane said,

AcoessPoint, which employs aboul
300 part- and full-tinme employees, was
forced bo soll off one of its businesses
and Lay off workers in the walie of
2011 budget cuts. The organization,
which closed its groupemployment
servioss this vear, had to reduce 3iek
time by 50 percent and offer five fewer
halidays,

Since the cuwts first happencd,
health insurance costs at AccessPoint
alone have grown nearly 31 million
to $1.9 million, while fusding has
remained relatively stagnant.

“We still Nght every day totry
and make ends meet, but we've had
a numbir of siaff leave, and we are
constantly in a restructuring mode,”
Kane said. “This is not exelusive to
AccessPoint. Every agency is dealing
with the same thing.”

The state has inereased the dovel.
opmenial-dizabilities budget pach
year since it reached a low point in
20012, but funding has only just ex-
copded 2008 Iewvels,

“The pendditlam has swung teo far
away from helping individuals with
DD and it needs to swing back,”
Erunero said.

The state has beim trying new ways
to work toward achieving preater
levels of integrated employment, and
received more than £6.1 million last
fizcal year to imploment a pilot pro-

gram aimed at boosting ranks among
provider groups 1o help individuals
with IDD find jobs,

Zanchi, who ook over as director
in Januwary, sakd about 22 organies-
tions apglicd to be part of the pro-
gram, which is designed to initially
help about 500 individuals with IDD
find employment. The new program
has come with some growing pains,
as agencies are relmbursed based on
results, which puts a greater financial
rizk on the providers,

“It"s boen tough,” she said. "I a
viory different model of support than
what we've contracted with providers
betiorme.™

But Zanchi iz encouwraged by inftial
resuits, and the number of individo.
als with IDD who have found inte-
prated-cmployment opportunities has
grown. The state also now has a better
graspon the number of peopleit's try-
inig to serve, seemingly an ever-mov-
ing targel in the years immediately
following the consent decree, making
it difficult to implement any changa.

The progress has ot been lost on
Judge McConnell, who met with state
and federal officials for an update
on July 228 at 118, Distrlet Conrt in
Providenoe.

“Comparsd boa year ago, we're ina
wery different place,™ he said, approv-
ingly.

But a key component to these ef-
foris is the employers. Rhode [sland
businesses are not mandated by the
consent decree to hire individuals
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with IDD. Mor is there a court ordor
requiring the private sector 1o holp
state officials reach compliance,

But without them, individuals with
IO are less likely o pet an Integrated
job, and the state will inevitably fail
to comply in the long term.

“This is about building partner.
ships and collaboration, bot we're not
looking for a handout, we're looking
for a hand wp,"” sakd Rory Carmody,
program-development director af Ac-
ce=sPoint.

THE EMPLOYERS

Many large Rhodbe Island employ
ers are relatively active in training
and hiring individuals with 1IDD,
including Ocean State Job Lok, Tiffany
& Co. and Home Depol, to name a fow,

CV5 Health Corp., the retakl glant
based in Woonsocket, has made a
commitment to hiring individuals
with intellectual, developmental and
physical dizabilities.

“Ag oneof the largest employers in
Rhode Island and across the country,
CV8S Health is committed to breaking
down the employment barriers faced
by people with disabilities, including
limited access to skills training and,
o often, unfairly low expectations,”

A
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sodd David Casey, vice president of
workfores steatogies and chibef dives
sity officar,

CV3E has partnered with different
organizations, including Goodwill and
AccesaPoint, to help connect Rhode
Islanders with employment opporia-
nities.

Anecdotally, providers say CVS
{s making a positive impact, but it"s
unclear kow many people are benedit-
ing locally, as the retailer would not
provide local emplavment statistics.

The retailer is among a minority of
private-sector employers to actively
work with individeals with IDD. And
part of that is because there are some
historic concerns about the productiv-
ity of individuals with TDD,

“Whereas 60 years ago, when
people with disabilities wers told
they diidn't have io be living In Insti-
futions anyrmore, many members of
the community were hesitant. Some
of the same doubt is being placed on
whether they can be condributing
members of the workforee,” said Ki-
ernan “Kie™ O'Donnell, co-president
of Rhode Island Association of People
Supporting EmploymentFirst, or
APSE

E'luf."it. however, is proving

‘There's something
new every day.

CHRIS FORTE, Home Depot employee

that many of those CONCETNS are
nnfounded,

“We know that skilled, produe-
tive workers with disabilities can be
brought successiully into the work-
farce, where they can make powerful
contributions toour econemy and our
society,” Casey said.

Ted Beahm, district human re-
sourees manager for Home Depot, met
and hired Forte through AccessPoint.

Hie 2afd there's aboot 2530 individoals

with IDD working al the nine facili-
ties within his district that covers
Bhede Island and South Attleboro.

Beahm said the company has had
poad success in the hiring process
becanse of the support he's received
through such organizations as Ac-
cessloint,

“Where we turned that corner
was when we developed these great
relationships with the providers,”
he said. “There™s a shared responsi-
bility between the provider and the
company that makes sure that we're
acting in the best interest of our as-
sociates, And we are a values-based
oompany, so we take these [S5008 very
seriously.”

Beahm also recomnizes that there's
a stigma that individuals with IDD

might not produece at the same level as

somecns without IDD. But he says tha
characterization doesn't hold water at
Home Depol.

“Tt's critical that everybody does
thedr job and does it well, From a
management perspective, iCs about
removing obstacles, which Nows right
into what the associates are doing:
Taking care of customers,” he sald.
“Our custorners are looking at us as
[a) problem-zolver, and I find that is
within the capabilities of everyone in
the store that we hire.”

He hopes other employers recog-
nize that petential in this section of
the warkfores,

“I think more employers in the
right situation can take advantage of
this becanse, let’s face it, the hiring
landscape right now is challeng-
ing and more difficult than it's ever
been,” be sald, *Tf the goal 1s to run
vour business well, this is another
aviene to help that goal,”

O Donnell sald some employers are
unaware of the federal subsidies and
tax benefits, which he called “sweet-
eners,” that come along with emplay-
ing individuals with IDD.

There are also state programs,

such as On The Job Training through
the R.A. Office of Rehabilitation Ser-
vices, through which employers can
recelve abouwt S0 percent of an indl-
vidual's pay for the frst few months,
which minimires the upfront risk of
taking on a new employer and helps
assuage any preconceived concerns
held by the employer.

APSE, which is a national organi-
zation that advocates for the inelo-
ghon of people with disabilities in the
workplace and community, actively
engages with both lawmakers and
cmployers to promote opportunities
and dissuade storeotypos,

O'Donnell sadd engaging smaller
employers, too, 1s something that's a
focus right now,

“Because our strategies are based
on relationship building, we see that
almost 90 percent of our state is made
up of small businasses that employ
about 50 percent of the workforce,” he
gaid. “With those small businesses,
it'z o lot casier fo reach the decision:
makers and 1o start thosd conversi.
tlons,™

The state to date has boen relative
Iy disconnected from communicating
directly with private-sector employ-
ers on this issue, relying heavily on
providers to make those connections,
according to state offieialks and servica
providers. But Zanchi sald her depart-
ment i going to take a more active
role in creating parinerships through
the Rl Department of Labor and
Training.

Zanchi recently spent an after
noon at Blount Fine Feods in Warren,
where APSE was hosting a “take your
legislature fo work™ day to show how
the food-service provider had made
a commitment to hiring people with
disabilities,

“Those are certaindy the oppor-
tunities where we want to promote
employers partnering with us,” she
said, adding that it's part of the prog-
ress she sees happening throughout
the state. "Change is hard, but I think
Rhode Island is moving in the right
direction.”

For D'Agosting, employment is ul-
timately important, and while he sees
mare opportunity out there, he sald
there's still a lot to be done.

“Rhode Island is a small state, boi
a small state can do big things,” he
said. "People with disabilities are
important and need guality of life,
boo." m

| STORYTELLER: Chris Forte works part time at the Horme Depot on Charles Street

in Providence, where his responsibilities include retrieving carriages from the

parking ot and assisting customers with loading heavy purchases info thelr cars
and trucks. He enjoys telling stories and interacting with customiers.
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