



[image: ]


EVENT SUMMARY

Challenges Women with (Dis)abilities Face in the Workplace
Overcoming Barriers; Sharing Abilities!

An event sponsored by the WDI Women of the Workforce Initiative (WOW)


Tuesday, October 18
Pat’s Barn, Rensselaer Technology Park
Troy, NY 12180

						
Ed Murphy								    Susan Hains
Executive Director							    WOW 
96 S. Swan Street							    24 Fourth Street
Albany, New York 12210						    Troy, New York 12180        518-463-2141								    518-272-3500
www.wdiny.org










I. KEYNOTE SPEAKER
“The Challenges of Being a Woman with a Disability”
DENISE FIGUEROA
Executive Director, Independent Living Center of the Hudson Valley, Inc. (ILCHV)
Chairwoman, Capital District Transportation Authority (CDTA)

Denise Figueroa contracted polio at the age of 10 months, so has no experience of being non-disabled.  She started school in a small town in Connecticut, where there was no special education. When Denise was in second grade, her family moved to New York City, and Denise was shocked to discover that she had to be separated from the other students because of her disability.  “I was upset at being treated as a person with a disability. I didn’t want to be associated with disabled people.” 

That changed when Denise went to Brooklyn College, and was approached about joining an organization for disabled students. For the first time, she found others who were dealing with the same struggles. “I was so tired of being treated differently, but when I had an opportunity to join with other disabled people by my own choice, I realized that was where I wanted to be,” she said.

At her first meeting, Denise met her future husband, Pat, who was recruiting people to go to Manhattan for a demonstration against President Nixon’s veto of a section of the Rehabilitation Act that prohibited discrimination in programs that received federal funding. Denise calls that demonstration “the most empowering experience of my life.” She later worked for the New York City Mayor’s office enforcing that same section of the Rehabilitation Act.

After high school, Denise planned to go to a four-year college with the goal of becoming an accountant. Her vocation counselor tried to convince her to lower her sights and attend a two year college. “Probably because I stood up to him, I got what I wanted,” she said. “The independent living philosophy is that you get to make your own choices. You get a chance to fail.”

Her key message: “Find people who believe in you. If you have low self-esteem, question that inner voice that tells you that you can’t do something.  For me, the biggest challenge was to put myself out there. When an opportunity came along, I would take it because I had people encouraging me.”



II. PANEL DISCUSSION
____________________________________________________________________
“My vision became clearer about what I wanted to create for myself. I would not be deterred.”
Sundance Lev, Owner, Grrreendog Grooming and Spa
_____________________________________________________________________
Sundance Lev, Owner, Grrreendog Grooming and Spa

Sundance, 55, owns an eco-friendly dog grooming business in Albany, NY. A few years ago, she realized that she has Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). She had worked part-time at various non-profit organizations, but had left those positions feeling resentful as her job responsibilities had increased. Now she knows that what thought was failure was really a matter of not recognizing the nature of her disability. 

Sundance needed to find employment that allowed her to be creative, but was repetitive enough that she wasn’t constantly thrown into a new situation.  Once she decided on dog grooming, she went to VESID Adult Center for vocational rehabilitation. After training and certification, she worked in “big box” grooming stores to gain experience. 

Though she has many good ideas, her mantra is: Keep it simple. The keys to her continued success are: 
1) Valuing her ability and being conscious of her challenges 
2) Having a supportive team that understands ADD
3) Continuing to be passionate about her work.
___________________________________________________________________
“I love my job. It’s a joy coming to work every day.”
                                           Jemima House, Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor Assistant ACCES-VR
___________________________________________________________________
Jemima House, Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor Assistant
ACCES-VR

Jemima House was running a successful day care center when a cerebral hemorrhage robbed her of short-term memory, and also restricted her lifting ability. Her doctors focused on telling her all the things she could not do. “I got angry, which was a good point for me,” she said. She revamped her resume to focus on what she could do, and was hired as a youth service counselor for the Private Industry Council. 

 Jemima was reprimanded for having too many teenagers with disabilities on her caseload. A colleague who worked for Access VR knew it was the perfect place for her. Today, Jemima is a vocational rehabilitation counselor assistant for Access VR. Her own experience with disability has given her a special empathy for those she counsels. Knowing how discouraging it was to be surrounded with negativity, she never tells clients what they can’t do.  When someone struggling, she discloses her disability “to help them see that there is light at the end of the tunnel.”
______________________________________________________________
“Work within your challenges. Don’t let your disability define you.”
                                     Arlene Burt, Peer Advocate, Independent Living Center of the Hudson Valley
_________________________________________________________________________________
Arlene Burt, MC. CRC
Peer Advocate, Independent Living Center of the Hudson Valley, Inc.

Arlene Burt had meningitis at 19 days old that affected her lower extremities, and had eight surgeries before she started school.  She grew up in New York State foster care. These experiences created another disability, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  She still has self-talk that says, “You can’t do that,” but she lives by the motto: “Feel the fear and do it anyway.”

Recently, someone at the Independent Living Center asked her, “How do you know about all these resources?” She learned them the hard way, a long time ago, as an advocate for herself.  “I wanted to take my ‘can do’ attitude to help others as a vocational counselor,” she said. “I took control. I empowered myself. Every day there are challenges; there are challenges for everybody.” Her message to others is, “Anything is possible.”
_____________________________________________________________________
“My life has been positively impacted by mentors. I always do better when I have a personal connection.”
Barbara DeVore, Director of Development, Independent Living Center
_____________________________________________________________________
Barbara DeVore, Director of Development, Independent Living Center

Barbara DeVore was born with spina bifida, before ADA and mainstreaming.  “We had no expectation of being able to get into any building….Parents were encouraged to put their disabled children into institutions.” She was educated by a teacher came to her home for one hour a day, giving her no contact with classmates. Finally, the school principal pressured her parents to move her to a regular school. “That’s when I learned the power of an advocate,” Barbara said.

Barbara earned an MA in Public Administration from SUNY Albany and spent 20 years working for the New York State Department of Health. “Disabled people are not sick, but are often treated as sick by the medical profession,” she says. “Young people are getting the message that they can’t do it, and they are buying into that.”

Her key ingredients for success are:
1) Tenacity—“Figure out what you want, and believe you can do it.” 
2) Mentors—Find people who help you go beyond what you think you can do.
3) Balance –An added layer of concern for women with disabilities


Audience questions:

Q. How you do find a mentor?
· Barbara: “Make connections with someone in a senior position. Be willing to make the first move.”
· Arlene: “It’s not about having an official mentor. Reach out to someone you admire.”
· Jemima: “Access VA has phenomenal counselors.”
· Collaboration among groups. Sharing information.

Q. How do you stay on course after a disability setback?
· Sundance: “I set up a team to get me out of the door in the morning…I create a workplace that is calm and relaxing.”
· Barbara: A support system. “When something goes wrong, it doesn’t mean everything goes wrong. Give yourself a break. Recognize that it’s hard.”
· Jemima: “You have to find it in yourself. You have to know that you have something to give.” 
· Arlene: “A sense of purpose. Have a few people you can count on. Try to give others support.”

Q. As mothers, how did you ask your child to support you?
· Arlene: “I didn’t plan it. As children, they learn through example.”
· Jemima: “My 10-year-old is just starting to get it. He loves to come to work with Mom.”
· Denise: “When our daughter was two, she wanted to know when she was getting a wheelchair. That was her normal. ..We were conscious about not wanting her to be our attendant.”



III. WORKSHOPS: EXPERTS IN SUPPORT PROGRAMS FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
A. ADA and Reasonable Accommodation
Miriam Cajuste, Affirmative Action Manager, Schenectady County Affirmative Action Office
· Title I of ADA prohibits an employer from discriminating against an individual with a disability who, with or without a reasonable accommodation, can perform the essential functions of the position held or desired.

· ADA requires and employer with 15 or more employees to provide reasonable accommodation for individuals with disabilities, unless it would cause undue hardship.

· Reasonable accommodation—any change in the work environment or in the way a job is performed that enables a person with a disability to enjoy equal employment opportunities. Can include:
· Making existing facilities accessible
· Job restructuring
· Part-time or modified work schedules
· Acquiring or modifying equipment
· Changing tests, training material or policies
· Providing qualified readers or interpreters
· Reassignment to a vacant position

· Examples: 
· Reasonable—Modifying a work task so an employee does not have to go up and down stairs (if not part of essential function)
· Not reasonable—Asking the employer to install an elevator or escalator

· Confidentiality
· Miriam does not recommend providing medical documentation when making the request. “You don’t want your confidential information going from person to person. Wait to supply medical information when the request gets to the decision-maker.”
· You have to state that you expect a level of confidentiality when making the request. 
· Mention confidentiality again at the time when you are supplying that information. 



Audience questions:

Q. What happens to confidentiality if someone asks, “How come she (a diabetic) can keep food at her desk, and I can’t?”
A. ADA coordinator would go to the person asking that question, and ask, “How can we accommodate you?” No need to reveal any information about the other party.

Q. Is there an appropriate time in the application process to disclose the disability?
A. At the job offer. (A woman at the workshop who is blind and had just finished her degree in special education says she asked her advisor if she should say that she is blind on her resume. When do I disclose? She said, “At the interview when they see you.”) She took in documentation from professors who described how she coped in a classroom situation.




B. What Does Accessibility Mean to You?
Mary Ellen Casey-Usis, Mobility Manager, CDTA

· This presentation addresses:
· What types of barriers are found in the Capital Region?
· How widespread are these barriers?
· To what extent do they limit access for disabled citizens?

· CDTA has several options:  
· Regular fixed route bus system
· Paratransit system
·  Access for non-emergency medical transportation 

· Capital Region bus service is 100% accessible. 
· Paratransit vehicles have both steps and lifts.
· Fixed route buses designed so people can get on and off easily. Can put  a lift out if necessary
· Under ADA, CDTA is mandated to provide service within ¾ of mile of   regular bus route. 

· Barriers to accessibility (would be eligible for request for  paratransit service)
· Architectural barriers
· Environmental barriers – e.g. snow, ice
· Accessibility of bus stops
· Must be accessible to wheel chair and allow deployment of lifts
· CDTA takes proactive approach to locations of bus stops and shelters
· ADA compliant; also listens to community requests
· CDTA Mobility Management Program 
· Travel Trainer assigned to each county. Teaches individuals or groups; plan to start working w/ job coaches 
· Documentation is key to assessment process—case workers need to document why a person can’t use public transportation system. (Could be a learning disability, e.g. inability to read a schedule)
· Mary Ellen recommends: “Don’t wait until you have an emergency to figure out how you will get to work, doctors appointments
· 


C. Disability Employment Resources
                  Geri Walsh, Disability Resource Coordinator Rehabilitation Initiatives,
                  Schenectady County One Stop Center

· Operated by the New York State Department of Labor, One Stop Career Centers connect job-seekers to employment by providing o free services, including: 
· Resume writing workshops
· Resume posting service
· Resource room with computers, fax, copiers and phones
· Connecting to outside agencies and resources (e.g. “How to I ride the bus; connects w/ CDTA)

· The Disability Employment Initiative has partnered with Capital District One Stop Centers, so that each One-Stop in Albany Schenectady and Troy has a Disability Resource Coordinator there to assist people with disabilities who want to re-enter the work force.

· Services and partner agencies (including ODTA, CDTA, Acces-VR and County workers who oversee the programs) are all under one roof. Geri: “We partner with Office of Mental Health, DWBD as well as a lot of job seeker resources.”

· The Disability Employment Initiative: federally funded program, trying to help people with disabilities be more self-sufficient and have a path to the middle class. NY State received $5 million in federal funding.

· Ticket to Work Program: 
· Anyone on SSI or SSD, between the ages of 18 and 64,is eligible
· Goal: To enable people to be self-sufficient and not rely on the cash benefits. 
· Allows people to try work with limited risk. Protected from losing benefits until they have been self-sufficient for three years.


D. When Disability and Poverty Collide
Chris Parsons, ASPIRE Director, City Mission of Schenectady

· “Under-resourced” is a better word than poverty, because poverty is about much more than just the financial. 
· Financial resources: Being financially literate, as well as having enough
· Emotional resources: Being able to choose and control emotional responses
· Mental resources: Having ability and skills to deal with daily life
· Formal register: The vocabulary, language ability and negotiation skills to succeed in work and school environments, which operate on a “middle class register.” 
· Chris: “Think of all this operating on top of having a disability. Still have to navigate the same journey that an able-bodied person does.”
· Reasons people disengage from services: inability to comprehend applications, not knowing what to bring when go to apply for something; can’t afford copy of birth certificate or DMV ID; stressful process
· Resources:
· Spiritual: Belief in divine purpose or rich cultural connection
· Fatalism is rampant in under-resourced community
· Integrity and trust: Predictability and safety
· Service providers must be careful not to make promises they can’t keep



IV. KEY MESSAGES
A. Keynote Speaker and Panelists
The keynote speaker and panelists spoke about their personal experiences as individuals with disabilities. Some had lived with disability since childhood; others had become disabled (or become aware of their disability) as adults. All had successful personal lives and careers.

Their key messages were:
· Focus on what you can do, but also respect the limits of your disability. 
· Find your passion. Your disability may make you uniquely qualified for certain types of work.
· It is natural to feel fear and self-doubt, but don’t let these feelings stop you from acting.
· Find a mentor and build a supportive team.
· Make your own choices. Be an advocate for yourself.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
B. Panel Discussions
Panel discussions focused on support programs and legal protections available individuals who are dealing with disability, both in the process of seeking work and in the workplace itself.

Key messages were:
· ADA entitles you to reasonable accommodation in the workplace and to access to public transportation.
· Obtaining these services requires planning and proper documentation.
· Vocational counseling, job-seeking assistance and individualized help with transportation planning are available to persons with disabilities who are seeking to enter or re-enter the workforce.
· People frequently disengage from available services because they lack the financial, emotional or mental resources to navigate the system. Service providers can help by building integrity and trust.
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