[image: 




MA state seal
]MassAbility 
State Rehabilitation Council 

Quarterly Meeting Minutes
March 20 2025, 
5-7 pm ET (Virtual)
Attendees:
· Statewide Rehabilitation Council (SRC) Members: Heather Wood (Chair), Matthew Bander, Joe Bellil, Naomi Goldberg (Client Assistance Program – CAP), Steve Higgins, Steve LaMaster, Doug Mason, Tay Silveira, Commissioner Toni Wolf (Ex-Officio)
· Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission (MRC) Staff: Kate Biebel, Emily McCaffrey, Graham Porell, Amy Karr
· Other individuals present: Milo Plass, Sarah Wiles (CAP)
· ASL Interpreters: Patrick Cole, Denise Martinez
· CART Provider: Tracy Ukura
· Absent SRC members: Dawn Clark, Dr. Lusa Lo
Call to Order
· The meeting was called to order at 5:01 pm by Chair Wood.
Reading Of the Vision and Mission Statement: 
· Ms. Goldberg read the SRC Mission and Vision Statement.
Approval of Meeting Minutes
· No minutes were approved at this meeting.
Unfinished Business
Membership update – Sahara Defensor, Heather Wood
· Ms. Defensor was unable to attend this meeting. The SRC has received reappointment letters for Chair Wood and Mr. LaMaster, and the appointment letter for Mr. Mason.
· Chair Wood and Ms. Goldberg met recently to discuss setting a meeting for the Ad Hoc Membership Committee. There are still a few months until the SRC needs to decide whether to make this a standing committee. However, currently it would be beneficial to reconvene to discuss recruitment efforts to fill the vacant seats on the SRC.
· The Massachusetts state legislature sent a bill to the governor’s office that will continue remote meetings through June 2027.
· Ms. Silveira pointed out that the Zoom link to this meeting on the SRC website was not correct. It was not the link from the meeting calendar invitation and did not provide access to this meeting, so this meeting is not properly noticed for the public per Open Meeting Law (OML). Commissioner Wolf recommended continuing with the meeting. Ms. Silveira recused herself from this portion of the meeting.
New Business
Client Assistance Program (CAP)/Ombuds - Naomi Goldberg and Emily McCaffrey
· Ms. McCaffrey shared her screen. (See SRC Cap and Ombuds presentation 2025 pt 2.pptx.) She will lead the Ombuds piece and Ms. Goldberg will lead the CAP portion.
Ombuds program – Emily McCaffrey
· Ms. McCaffrey tracks and collects complaints data on the types of inquiries coming in. These can include complaints, questions, areas of barriers and conflicts. She analyzes the data either by month or program and looks for trends and patterns.
· She started in the Ombuds role in April 2023. From May through December 2023, she tracked 412 inquiries that she received. In January through December 2024 there were 551 inquiries. In January through February of 2025 there have been a total of 74 inquiries. She provided the number of administrative reviews and fair hearings that occurred in each of the three time periods.
· Appeal requests are often related to case closures, funding for books or supplies related to training, funding for college tuition and room and board. Fair hearings are often related to case closures and the ability to reopen cases, funding for training or higher education that MassAbility deemed not fundable, wanting amendments to their Individual Plan of Employment (IPE) that MassAbility had decided could not be added to their IPE.
· When participants have complaints about MassAbility, such being dissatisfied with their assigned counselor or vendor, Ms. McCaffrey can often resolve these by collaborating with the participant and staff without administrative review or appeals. She may meet individually with the participant or with both the participant and counselor. Sometimes she creates a communication plan to show the participant’s preferred methods of communication and receiving information. She can also develop an engagement plan
· Ms. McCaffrey asked anyone who has questions about her part of the presentation to either put them in the chat or to ask them in the period for questions after Ms. Goldberg’s part of the presentation.
Client Assistance Program (CAP) – Naomi Goldberg
· Ms. Goldberg is the head of the Client Assistance Program, which is part of the Massachusetts Office on Disability. Also present at today’s meeting are her colleagues Sarah Wiles and Milo Pless. CAP focuses on vocational rehabilitation (Career Services) and independent living services. There is a CAP in each state. It sits outside the agencies that provide vocational rehabilitation and independent living services. It addresses the concerns of the individuals served by these agencies and makes sure that the services are provided in a way that is consistent with regulations and policies.
· One of CAP’s main duties is to provide information and advocacy to individuals who are either applying for or already receiving career services and/or independent livings services and who may be facing some barrier to receiving these services. Another responsibility is to provide information about disability rights and employment. One way CAP does this is by holding a series of three training workshops that cover different topics related to disability rights and employment. Another duty of CAP is to make systematic improvements, and CAP does this in part by identifying systemic problems related to career services and independent living services and attempting to resolve them.
· If a participant gives permission to CAP and signs a release, CAP may reach out to help resolve a conflict between a participant and a counselor. Otherwise, all conversations with CAP are confidential. CAP can represent participants in informal negotiations and/or formal appeals if CAP determines that the agency’s action may out of compliance with the regulations.
· CAP is funded through a federal grant and works in the federal fiscal year, which is October through September. The data to be presented is from federal fiscal year 2024 (FY24). 
· In FY24, CAP had 214 inquiries related to career services. For some of these, CAP provided information about the service such as what it involves and how it can help. For others, there were discussions of particular issues that people were having. CAP represented people in four administrative reviews; there were no fair hearings. Themes addressed in the administrative reviews included case closure, funding for college room and board, and funding to attend a private college. The goal is to negotiate solutions to avoid the appeal process. There were few administrative reviews, but CAP was often able to resolve complicated cases without the appeal process by collaborating with MassAbility staff.
· Common reasons for calls to CAP are similar to those Ms. McCaffrey described about Ombuds inquiries. These include complaints about not being placed in a job, dissatisfaction with counselor, disappointment that a service will not be funded, delays in payment/reimbursement for something that is to be funded. A consistent theme is a lack of understanding about how career services work. Often CAP works to help set expectations and help participants understand their responsibilities.
· A person can call either the Ombuds or CAP. But a person who wants to be represented in an appeal or hearing should call CAP because the Ombuds does not represent people in hearings and appeals.
Comments/questions
· A member who works at an Independent Living Center said that he has had good experiences working with both CAP and the Ombuds. Sometimes having that second voice has been what allowed the Center to provide good service to their consumers.
Overview of Participant Experience Survey – Graham Porell
· Mr. Porell noted that the results of the survey are consistent with what the Ombuds and CAP are seeing. Mr. Porell shared his screen. (See MassAbility Participant Survey - 4.2.2025.pptx.) Mr. Porell will give a brief overview of the Participant Experience Survey results from the most recent quarter. There will be a more in-depth review of the results at the Consumer Satisfaction Needs Assessment Committee (CSNAC) on next Monday, March 24th. There will also be a comprehensive presentation of these results to MassAbility staff on April 2nd.
· He wanted to note that there a lot of consistency between the issues that the Ombuds and CAP see and what we have seen in the survey both historically and recently, such as participants needing more information about what MassAbility can and cannot do and participants not being able to contact staff.
· This survey is sent quarterly to recipients of both career services (CS) and home and community life (HCL) services. Before modernizing this about 2.5 years ago, we were only surveying CS recipients. Currently MassAbility is working with a vendor to conduct the survey. The survey is conducted both via phone through the vendor’s call center and by email. There is intentional oversampling done in certain populations that historically have had low response rates, such as racial minorities, individuals with certain disabilities, and recipients of HCL services.
· This data is for quarter 2 of FY2024. The goal is to get about 500 responses per quarter for a total of about 2,000 annually. This quarter a total of 457 surveys were completed; about 2/3 were from CS recipients.
· The good news is that the scores this quarter reveal positive trends for both CS and HCL. Responses from recipients of both services indicate they are satisfied with how MassAbility is responsive to the participants’ cultural preferences and needs (Cultural Responsivity) and with how the participants and staff work together collaboratively (Working Alliance). Open‑ended responses suggest that participants feel the same way about the providers they work with.
· There are areas for improvement. About 30% of respondents experienced an issue or problem working with MassAbility. That has been pretty consistent with CS. It has recently dropped in HCL, which might have to do with a more appropriate sampling size for that group. Many of the issues reported are similar to those seen by the Ombuds and CAP, such needing more frequent contact and support and feeling they lack the full information about available services. There are still concerns about process being slow, but these are fewer than previously. When asked what MassAbility could do to improve, the most common response was to improve communication and follow through.
· The vendor groups the questions into the following ten categories called domains.
· Respect: How service recipients perceive they are treated by MassAbility
· Cultural Responsivity: How service recipients perceive services regarding cultural responsiveness and DEI
· Timeliness: How service recipients perceive MassAbility’s pace
· Dependability: How service recipients perceive MassAbility’s responsiveness
· Working Alliance: How service recipients perceive the relationship with their primary service provider
· Value: How service recipients perceive the quality of services they receive
· Accessibility: How accessible is your experience with MassAbility?
· Job and Career: Are service recipients satisfied with their employment and career path?
· Recommend: Would you recommend MassAbility services to a friend or family member living with a disability? (% Yes)
· Problems and Quality Improvement: Have you experienced any problems with MassAbility or the services they provide to you? (% No)
· Each domain is scored on a 0 to 100 scale. The higher the score, the positive the experience of the participants.
· Positives: Cultural Responsivity has the highest score. 93% of participants would recommend MassAbility to other people with disabilities. Dependability has a fairly high score.
· Concerns: The score for Value is a bit low; this indicates 30% of people MassAbility serves do not feel there is a lot of value in the services. The score for Job and Career is low at 68%.
· Across all the domains, the trends have been pretty consistent since we have started tracking these, not varying by more than 3-5%.
· There has been a dip in the % of respondents indicating no problems working with MassAbility in the most recent quarter; we will be monitoring this. Only about 25% of respondents indicate that MassAbility has worked to resolve their problems.
· The most common responses to open-ended questions about types of problems experienced included communication issues, which has historically been an issue. Respondents also indicated they needed more guidance and support, that they did not receive information about available services, and that they were not happy with the wait time for services. Transportation access 
· The good thing is that most of the opening comments on the survey responses are very positive and filled with a lot of gratitude. Interestingly, when asked to pick one thing that worked well for them, most respondents picked communication and accessibility of their counselor.
· When asked what MassAbility could do to improve its services, improving communication was most frequently mentioned. The second most frequent recommendation was to staff and to improve staff training. When asked about additional services that would help them find a job with a sustainable wage, the most common theme was about education and job or skill training. About 8% of responses mentioned wanting to have more job options, and remote jobs showed up frequently in those. Transportation, again, showed up as something people indicated that would help them obtain a good job. About half the CS respondents indicated they did not require any additional services to reach their goals.
Comments/questions:
· Ms. Biebel gave a real-world example of how MassAbility uses the data from these surveys. The Ombuds‑CAP and survey results presentations both noted that communication is an issue with staff is a frequent issue brought up by participants. This has been a recurring theme for MassAbility. About two years ago introduced the expectation of timely responsiveness into staff performance measures. Now all staff, including management, have timely responsiveness as part of annual performance review.
· Chair Wood thanked Mr. Porell for the presentation. She appreciated seeing the relationship and connections between complaints voiced by those who contact the Ombuds or CAP and the issues noted in the survey.
Committee Reports
State Plan Committee – Joe Bellil
· The State Plan Committee last met on February 19th. At that meeting we reviewed the FY25 recommendations. There were no updates or comments about them. He informed the committee that the FY24 Annual Report was available online. Mr. Bellil then reviewed the draft schedule and tasks for the State Plan and Annual Reports and reviewed the guidelines for creating the SRC FY26 recommendations that will be submitted to MassAbility.
· Next steps for getting FY26 recommendations:
· There will an invitation for readers to submit recommendations in the MassAbility spring newsletter.
· Anyone, not just committee chairs, can submit recommendations. He asked any recommendations be sent to him before April 15th.
· Mr. Bellil and Mr. LaMaster will be submitting a recommendation about self‑employment.
· The next State Plan Committee meeting is on April 26th at 11:00 am.
Business Employment Opportunity (BEO) Committee - Steve LaMaster
· The BEO committee met twice since the last Quarterly meeting, on December 12, 2024 and February 27, 2025.
· At the December meeting the committee discussed its FY25 recommendation regarding the Disability Employment Tax Credit (DETC) and self‑employment.
· Joe Reale of MassAbility provided the latest update about total number of certifications obtained by people with disabilities. It was 42, two more than the previous update provided in June 2024. At that time MassAbility could not fully market the DETC because MassAbility’s rebranding had not been approved and marketing was waiting for the rebranding. The person with a disability is the one responsible for getting certified. Therefore, the committee discussed marketing the DETC to those who work with people with disabilities.
· At the February meeting Bill Noone and Graham Porell provided the committee data about MassAbility participants who have self-employment goals. It was noted that a very high percentage of participants who had self-employment goals had successful closures. We would like to know more about the characteristics of the people who come to MassAbility seeking self-employment. Next Monday he will be meeting with Rachel Reyes, Paula Euber, Mr. Porell and Mr. Noone to talk about how we can better understand this data. He can send the meeting link to anyone interested.
Discussion about self‑employment
· Mr. Porell confirmed that the success rate of participants with self-employment goals was very high, about 85%, much higher than for typical career service participants. However, the number of people with self-employment goals is small percentage of Career Service participants. Through the needs assessment process when participants were asked if they would be interested in a self-employment goal about 20-25% were interested. The theory is that once people learn what is involved in starting a small business they may not be as interested.
· MassAbility has not been promoting self-employment much; it is possible more people would consider it if it was promoted more. But MassAbility was not highlighting self‑employment because there are not many participants who seek self‑employment. Commissioner Wolf cautioned against relying on the data because of this. Mr. LaMaster acknowledged the small sample size but noted that the vast majority of individuals with self‑employment goals had successful outcomes.
· Commissioner Wolf voiced her appreciation for all the work Mr. LaMaster and the BEO Committee have done. She recommended that Mr. LaMaster, Ms. Euber and Ms. Reyes invite someone from Maine VR to talk about the interesting experiments they are doing around self‑employment. Commissioner Wolf was disappointed with the work Deloitte has done for MassAbility around self‑employment. They did not come up with any great ideas, which shows that self‑employment is challenging for VR agencies nationwide. 
· CAP sees cases where participants get involved in starting a small business but then cannot follow through to completion. There should be one or two people with the expertise in what it takes to start a business to fully evaluate the idea and plan before things get started.
Discussion about the DETC:
· MassAbility, or at least some of its offices, sends out emails with announcements of news and events. Information about the DETC can be added to these emails. This can also be put on Facebook and other social media. Mr. LaMaster noted that Jason Alves, the director of the East Cambridge Business Association, attended the December BEO Committee meeting. Mr. Alves was interested in ways to get DETC information out to employers. However, it is not the employers who must get the certification. Job seekers with disabilities should understand this is a way to sweeten the pot at job offer time. Staff, providers and vendors can mention this when speaking with employers generally about the benefits of hiring people with disabilities. Hiring someone with a disability helps diversify the workforce, communicates to the public that they are a disability friendly employer, and the DETC provides financial benefits.
· Unfortunately, only 42 people are certified, so there is a significant need to get the word out. Mr. LaMaster thinks one of the committee’s recommendations will be that we actively work with MassAbility on how the information can best be packaged and distributed. Mr. LaMaster did jot down the idea of an email blast.
· The next BEO Committee meeting is April 17th at 1:00 pm.
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Accessibility (DEIA) Council update - Doug Mason
· The Council last met on March 18th.
· The meeting was primarily focused on making sure the council agreed on the three areas of focus outlined on scorecard that was created last year. The three areas of focus revolved around:
· Continuing to monitor and increase employment of minorities in management at MassAbility
· Improve workplace accessibility, including making sure employees have all tools they need to effectively perform their jobs
· Working on developing a plan with VR service providers in fulfilling their DEIA efforts.
· In addition, the council discussed the current political environment and ramifications. The council does not want to do anything to jeopardize MassAbility’s federal funding.
· The council is still in the process of filling the Employee Resource Group (ERG) co‑chair positions.
Consumer Satisfaction & Needs Assessment Committee (CSNAC) – Heather Wood
· The committee last met on January 27th. There is no update since the February and March Executive Committee meetings.
· The committee will next meet on March 24th at 5 pm.
MRC Commissioner’s Update & Report - Commissioner Wolf
· One way the federal government gives VR agencies to manage their deficits is to slow down their enrollment of participants. Some applying for services may be put on a waiting list. The federal government calls the waiting list the Order of Selection. This allows the agency to make sure they prioritize those individuals who need the services the most. When applicants apply for MassAbility services, Connect assesses their eligibility and also assigns them to one of the three priority levels MassAbility uses. Individuals in Priority 1 need MassAbility services the most, those in Priority 2 need services but might be okay without MassAbility, and those in Priority 3 are often employed but need some support or guidance.
· MassAbility did receive reallotment money for vocational rehabilitation (VR). This is federal funds available to VR agencies who spent all their federal funds. The reallotment money comes from what is left over by the agencies of other states that did not spend all their initially assigned funds. MassAbility has used this money for projects such looking at the cliff effect and seeing what we could do, and Deloitte working on self-employment. Because of the current federal landscape, MassAbility does not anticipate that reallotment dollars will be available to any state this year.
· MassAbility has been watching inflationary costs for the past three years. For example, between 2024 and 2025, salaries increased by $3 million. Costs have increased across the board. Vendor rates have increased. The costs for computers, software licensing, and other technology we use are very high. Previously we used reallotment money to cover these costs; now this will come out of the federal funds we receive. So MassAbility will need to look at cutting our costs by about 18%.
· When we do not have as much money as we once had, we need to reevaluate and look at how our services. This is fiscal agility.
· MassAbility has been talking to the Secretary of the Executive Office of Health and Human Services (EOHHS) about the potential to apply for Order of Selection. Applying for it does not mean we have to cut services immediately, but it gives us the ability to do so if necessary.
· Going into Order of Selection will require a few steps:
· The EOHHS Secretary needs to approve this. Currently it is still being considered; nothing has been determined.
· Talk to our state legislators
· Hold public hearings
· Get authorization from the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA)
· Amend our State Plan
· MassAbility is looking at how many positions we can fill and where we can cut costs. However, regardless of what the federal landscape will look like, it is clear we need to be prepared to access Order of Selection. Order of Selection is the only way to control the front door to services. It can be turned on and off very quickly. You can be in Order of Selection and have all priorities open.
· MassAbility was in this position once before. When Commissioner Wolf started in her role, she inherited a budget deficit of over $22 million. MassAbility got close to doing it but then did not need it. But going through the steps was a dry run and MassAbility feels more prepared.
· Commissioner Wolf said respect and timeliness in MassAbility services are very important. However, a counselor with a caseload of 130 is not giving the quality of service they could give if their caseload was 75. MassAbility is seeing 1,600 new referrals every month. MassAbility worked hard to make sure people knew about us and there was one front door to provide easier access to all our services, so this number is good news. About 60% of these individuals are youth (ages 18-30). We want to continue to serve this population to make sure the next generation is in the workforce. But we cannot continue this volume unless we can increase our funding or decrease our costs. Order of Selection is a tool we can use if necessary.
Comments/questions:
· Part of the Order of Selection plan should take into consideration that people who may not be able to receive MassAbility VR services will ask about their other options. There should be a way to give these individuals information about other options.
· Commissioner Wolf said this is a great point and that MassAbility’s call center is a perfect place for this.
· A member who went through disaster training said that responders to a disaster zone do not always treat those with the greatest needs first. If you spend all your time and resources helping a person with an urgent need, then there a lot of people you will not be able to help. This might be the same situation here. If Priority 3 is closed when MassAbility is in Order of Selection, MassAbility will not be able to serve many people who may have needed very little in terms of costs and resources.
· Commissioner Wolf said that this is a great point. She had the same concern when MassAbility first considered Order of Selection. There is some flexibility in how we define the priority levels. The Order of Selection plan can indicate that the VR agency will provide job retention services to those who are in danger of losing their job, regardless of their priority level.
· Commissioner Wolf would like to meet with the full SRC again in 30 to 45 days. She would like to bring MassAbility’s Chief Financial Officer (CFO) to the meeting to provide more detail and explain where we are. The landscape is changing rapidly. She wants SRC to be part of the decision-making process. By then it is hoped MassAbility will have enough information for the Secretary of EOHHS and our state legislators to understand the need to do this. There is a timing factor. Waiting three months for the next Quarterly meeting feels very long.
· It was decided to repurpose the May 1st Executive Committee meeting. It will now be a special SRC meeting to discuss Order of Selection. Ms. Karr will cancel the May 1st Executive Committee meeting and send an invitation for a special SRC meeting on May 1st from 5-7 pm. The Commissioner would not want to have the meeting any later than May 1st, by then MassAbility will have made more progress in what needs to be done.
· MassAbility can send additional information about Order of Selection to SRC members for review if desired. Chair Wood suggested that it would be helpful to receive some updates about how the process is going so at the May 1st meeting the members have a bit more knowledge and can better engage in conversation. Any information and updates distributed to SRC members will also be made available on the SRC website so that it is available to the public.
· Going into Order of Selection will not help the volume of applications received by Connect. Connect will still receive calls; the staff will still have to assess eligibility and determine priority levels. Before Connect every participant was considered Priority 1 and there would be no ability to control the amount of people coming in through the front door. Connect has positively impacted MassAbility in many ways, but a big one is that now we are more appropriately classifying people when they come in the door. Because of this, Connect provides a lot of clean data that MassAbility can use to determine how many people we can serve with the money we have.
· MassAbility staff knows that Order of Selection is a possibility but have not yet been told that MassAbility is considering it. Last year more MassAbility had more state funding and did not have to go into Order of Selection.
· MassAbility is carefully reevaluating which open positions we can fill now and which ones we can wait to fill. Commissioner Wolf is frustrated because MassAbility wanted to hire some employment specialists who could ensure that someone seeking self‑employment understands if their skill sets could match the needs required to develop and run their desired business. However, MassAbility needs to prioritize who to hire. Hearing the BEO Committee report made her briefly wonder if they should reassess their plans. However, in crisis there is opportunity. We are still thinking of the things we want to prioritize, be we must be very thoughtful.
Open Mic
· Mr. Higgins announced that Independent Living Education Day will be taking place at the Statehouse on April 2nd. MassAbility and the Massachusetts Statewide Independent Living Council (MASILC) will be participating. There is a link to register on MASILC’s website, MASILC.org. 
· Educational research has been shut down and a member who had a job working on an educational research study lost that job but still has a job in her school.
· Today the president signed an Executive Order aimed at dismantling the Department of Education. Commissioner Wolf is proud of the press release from Massachusetts’s governor blasting the outlined changes.
· Ms. Biebel thanked ASL interpreters and CART provider for staying for the entire meeting.

As noted above, there will be a special SRC meeting to discuss Order of Selection on May 1st at 5 PM.

The next SRC Quarterly Meeting is on June 26th at 5 PM.
Chair Wood adjourned the meeting at 7:23 pm.
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