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Peter Blanck:

Our kickoff speaker is, it is truly an honor to sit next to.

Bob Pasternack who is the Assistant Secretary for Special Education and Rehabilitative Services has been for his whole life a leader in issues related to education, disability, transition from school to work, and support for the equal participation and social independence of persons with disabilities.  He himself, as he will probably tell you, has been personally touched in his family by disability, and I believe, although we have not talked about this, I notice that you are raised in Brooklyn, not too far from here, so this is a little bit of a homecoming for you, perhaps, looking across the river.

But is truly is a pleasure to have you here Bob, and it represents the commitment by the administration, the Bush Administration and others, that the preeminent leader in the U.S. Department of Education as well as the administration can be here to join us today.

So I would like you to welcome Assistant Secretary Bob Pasternack.

(Applause).

Robert Pasternack: 
That is very kind of you, Peter.  Thank you very much.  Good morning, everybody.  That is usually interactive.

Participants:

Good morning.

(Laughter)

I have to start by sharing a story with Steve.  I was born in Brooklyn, I did not really grow up here, but I consider myself a New Mexican, and I had the pleasure of getting to know Steve just briefly when the President asked me to serve on the President's Commission on Excellence in Special Education. 

There were two, a mother and a daughter who were coming to New York City, and were very concerned about the safety issues, of course.  And, you know, the word was out before 9/11 about how dangerous the city could be and hold your purse a certain way, do not wear chains and jewelry around your neck, all these stories that were permeating the country about how dangerous it was to be here.

So the mother and daughter came, this is a true story, and they were here a week and stayed in a hotel the entire week.  They really were afraid to go out.  And so the last night, they decided that they must go out and see the city clearly.  They had been here, you know, how absurd it was to stay in the hotel and live in fear.  So they went out, they did a show, they did a restaurant.  

They are coming back into the hotel, there is an African‑American gentleman behind them with a Doberman walking into the hotel.  They go into the hotel.  They go into the elevator.  The African‑American guy with the Doberman gets into the elevator with them.  The doors close, and the guy says, "Sit," and the two ladies sit down.

(Laughter)

In the elevator.  So the woman telling me this says, so the elevator goes, the doors open, the guy gets out with the dog and they hear him laughing as he is going down the hallway.

The next morning they go to pay the bill and the manager hands them an envelope and the bill has been paid by the guy who had walked down the hall.

It happened to be Reggie Jackson.

So I think that,

(Laughter)

I just want to tell you how much this city has changed.

We really have enjoyed it.  It is wonderful to be in the city.  It is just such a vibrant place.  It really is just incredible, and so it is a pleasure to be here.  And the diversity which clearly (inaudible) to Cathy and I yesterday because we started out the day with the Puerto Rican Day parade, then went to Chinatown, then to Little Italy to get a slice of pizza.  Just an incredible place to be.

So with all of that said, it is nice to see you again.

Peter Blanck:

It is good to have you here.

Robert Pasternack:
It is a pleasure to be here.

Some of us around this table have been working very hard to implement the President's vision about the New Freedom Initiative.  The President understands the importance of the issues affecting people with disabilities in this country because his first month in office he released a New Freedom Initiative, and in it he talks about while we have accomplished much in improving the quality of life for people with disabilities in our great country, much remains to be done.

And I am particularly glad you are here, Terry, because I think Marty and I, who spend a lot of time together trying to work on these issues, really have not quite figured out, how do we make the business case to the business community that it is a good business decision to hire people with disabilities?

Steve told me when we first met that Merrill Lynch understands that, and that in fact you have some people with significant disabilities who work for Merrill Lynch and he was explaining to me that, an example of a guy who had tremendous math ability.  I think it might have been the gentleman that you introduced last night.

Male Participant:
 Rich, Rich.  With calculus in his head.

Robert Pasternack: 
Yeah.

But I think that clearly that message has not disseminated around the country.  It has not permeated organizational culture, and I think that the President in New Freedom, the first thing he articulates is that 54 million adults with disabilities, that is one out of five adults in this country has a disability, as you were speaking, Charlie, you mentioned about the number of families that are affected by disability, as my own family has been affected.  Probably many of us around this table are here because of our personal experience which may have drawn us to this work, but the reality is that among the 54 million adults with disabilities, 70% are unemployed.

It is the highest unemployment rate for any group of Americans.  And that unemployment rate has been stuck at that level at a time previously when we went through unprecedented economic prosperity in this country.  And I think that our appeals to sympathy and to pity and to compassion and social justice and fair play, all the strategies that we tried, did not work because it has not improved the fact that too many Americans with disabilities are unemployed.  So what we are trying to do is to send a message to corporate America that disability is not inability, and that people with disabilities can accomplish great things if they are given the right kinds of accommodations and supports, to which they are entitled under law.

We have a partnership, for example, with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce that we have established between the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, because the 3 million businesses that belong to the chamber are, to us, an incredibly important group of people who we need to bring on board and encourage them to do more to hire people with disabilities.

Something has not worked.  There is still a great deal of fear in corporate America.  People mistakenly believe that it is expensive to provide reasonable accommodations.  People mistakenly believe that they are at greater risk for being sued if they hire people with disabilities.  And there are other myths that still permeate corporate culture.  And I think what is incumbent on us, at least in the partnership that I think we are trying to evolve here today, is how do we get the word to corporate America that disability is not inability, that people with disabilities can make profoundly important contributions to the workplace, that by hiring people with disabilities, and creating a disability‑friendly work environment, as you said, you got a billion four in assets that you are managing for people with disabilities.

We know that people with disabilities, in our country, this year, will spend about $180 billion in disposable income.  And I think that what we need to do is get that message to corporate America that by creating a disability‑friendly work environment, you can perhaps attract some of that business.

And there is something that definitely has been missing in our ability to make that case and it is a business case, and I was telling Steve this morning, I think part of the problem for some of us who have devoted our lives to the helping professions, I mean you are a psychologist, I am a psychologist, Marty is a lawyer.  I do not know who else is around the table, but many of us never studied business and it is a great failing on my part, clearly.

But I think that that is one of the things that I hope we can discuss is:  How do we work with your counterparts in HR around the country to change their mind‑set to understand that they need to give more opportunity to people with disabilities, and as our economy goes through its current transformation, I think at the moment it might be more difficult, but clearly in the future, we know things, for example, at the federal level on the Office of Personnel Management, released a report and said 50% of the federal workforce is going to be eligible for retirement in the next five years.  So it is an incredible opportunity to replace those people, and we need to be making the case that, you know, I am blessed to have people like Jennifer work with me.  You know, 23% of the workforce at the Office of Special Ed are and Rehabilitative Services are people with disabilities.  23%.  However, only 2% of the entire workforce at the Department of Education are people with disabilities.

And I think there was a previous administration, as Andy knows better than I, had a commitment to bring a hundred thousand people with disabilities into the federal service.  Estimates are that less than a thousand people with disabilities actually have been hired.  So I do not think we just need to look at private sector.  I think we also have to be looking at the federal sector and see, what are we going to do to increase the number of people with disabilities that we are bringing into federal service.

So that is just a little bit, but back to New Freedom, I think that clearly the President understands that unemployment is a barrier to the full participation of Americans with disabilities in American life, and their inability to live the American dream.  And leads to the second issue that he articulated about the lack of home ownership among people with disabilities.  You know, and that is where I think Johnette and Mike and their colleagues come in.  We never talked about people with disabilities accumulating wealth, having assets that need to be managed.  Maureen and I spent a lot of time, Pat and others around the table, talking about the culture of dependency that we have created among people with disabilities.  Helplessness, hopelessness, dependency.

Just last week, we went to the University of Pennsylvania to announce the creation of a Center on Positive Psychology of Disability.  Some of you may know Marty Seligman.  Marty spent the early part of his career as a psychologist studying a concept that he coined called “learned helplessness,” where he basically taught animals to be helpless and dependent.  And 12 years ago he decided if he could teach organisms to be helpless, then he could teach organisms to be hopeful, and evolve this strategy which resulted in his writing a widely‑read book called "Learned Optimism," and has now spent the latter part of his career devoted to this concept of positive psychology.  And he believes that you can teach people to be optimistic.  You can teach people to be hopeful.

And that combination, a combination of optimism and self‑discipline are, in fact, the two critical elements to people being successful and resilient.  And I think that that is important for us to take that.  He has not tried to work at all with people with disabilities.  I went and spoke with him and we are going to provide some seed money for him to be able to expand upon that as another example of it is important for us to send these messages.  Not only to corporate America but to all of society.

But the President documented the deplorable fact that less than 10% of adults with disabilities own their own home while the home ownership rate for non‑disabled adults approaches 70%.  So there is incredible disparity in terms of that variable but it makes sense.  If people with disabilities are unemployed, how can they accumulate the wealth that they need to be able to go to a bank, borrow money and take out a mortgage?  So financial literacy, which is something that we have been talking about, and that is an important tie to the President's clearly number one domestic priority and accomplishment to date, which is the passage of No Child Left Behind, which is the fact that we need to teach these skills to kids while they are in school so when they get out of school, they can have the skills that they need to be able to get competitive, meaningful, integrated employment and have financial literacy skills to be able to manage the wealth which they will hopefully accumulate when they can have jobs. 

And not just, you know part of  the problem that I get into is it might be meaningful to some people with disabilities to be a greeter at Wal‑Mart or to bus tables at McDonald's, but we clearly need to be sending the message that people with disabilities are capable of a great deal more than that.  And, you know, they are capable of being in rooms like this.  They are capable of being in managerial positions.  They are capable of being entrepreneurs.  And these are things that we really have not fostered in the past.  And I think the President is clearly insisting that we do that, and that is why New Freedom is so important to us in the administration.

The other issues, just very quickly, that he articulates in the new New Freedom Initiative, the third one is a lack of transportation for folks with disabilities, and while, again, we have made great progress and, you know, big cities are blessed with transportation, it is still very difficult for many Americans with disabilities to get to work because they do not have the transportation there that they need.  Accessibility is clearly a problem that we have not solved for people with disabilities all over the country.  We have this requirement among many in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act called travel training, and yet I am hard‑pressed to find anybody in the country that is really doing a wonderful job on training young people with disabilities how to access transportation in order to be able to then get to work.  And while big cities have the infrastructure, having lived the last 35 years in New Mexico in a very small community, transportation is a real challenge for people with disabilities in rural America, where many Americans are blessed to live.

The fourth issue is the issue of assistive technology.  Obviously we are seeing an example of technology here today.  I have this thing.  I do not know how it works but through magic, many of us will be using our blackberries to communicate with the office throughout the day.  But the issue of assistive technology clearly, when I went to Ed's school on Friday and had an opportunity to see the wonderful work that they are doing out there, you can see that young kids with cerebral palsy, you know too many people even in the disability community, even in special education, equate cerebral palsy with mental retardation.  They think people with cerebral palsy are mentally retarded, and it is because so many people with cerebral palsy have difficulty communicating.  And augmentative communication is so important to improving the quality of life for people with cerebral palsy and people with disabilities in general.  And it is important that we continue to invest wisely, do the R&D that is required in order to develop emerging assistive technology, and continue to make sure that resources are available to provide assistive tech that is so critically important to allowing people with disabilities to participate in the business culture, the corporate world, have friends, learn in school, worship, vote, et cetera.  So that is the fourth issue.

But we have made great strides, and I am very proud of the work that we do at NIDRR, and Peter, you are an example of that.  I think those of you who do not know, the National Institute on Disability Rehabilitation Research, we have some of our grantees around this table, only has 34 people that work there and I think you recognize at the federal level that is a very small shop.  It manages $110 million a year.  They have been good stewards of that money and I am very proud of the legacy of accomplishment that we are blessed to have at the national institute on disability rehabilitation research.

The last issue is one that I know Andy and others are particularly concerned about, and again demonstrates the President's habit for not just making promises to the American people but keeping those promises to the American people, and that is the issue of how screwed up, pardon me.  How fragmented the mental health system is in this country.  The President saw that when he came to office, and as a result, created a commission to study the mental health system.  We have been meeting for the last year.  The report is not yet out.  It is a month late.  And we are in the process of trying to send the President a report that will hopefully be as good as the report that we sent him on the Commission on Excellence in Special Education.

But, you know, the Surgeon General talked about the fact that less than 1 in 5 kids in school with mental health problems is getting the services that he or she needs.  We know psychiatric disability is the leading cause of disability in this country, Canada, and western Europe, and clearly we have got to do more to address the needs of people with psychiatric disabilities.  We sometimes do a good job of finding those people work, but we do a terrible job of them keeping work because we have not communicated to employers about the cyclical nature of their disorders and the fact that sometimes they are going to need more supports and compassion and we have to provide those sorts of supports in order to make them equal participants in the corporate culture as well as in society.

So those are the five issues that the President articulates in the New Freedom Initiative, as a result of that New Freedom Initiative.  Clearly, in my humble opinion, this administration is committed to doing things to improve the quality of life for Americans with disabilities.  It builds on the fine work that preceded us, but much remains to be done and I think that is why some of us in this room spend a great deal of time together, both in Washington and outside of Washington, to try to make a difference.  So I am pleased to be here.

I will end by telling you, I am an evidence-based policymaker, trained as a neuropsychologist so I really do like science and evidence, but every once in a while an anecdote is an important thing to talk about.  Cathy and I went to Quantico to see, some of you know that under the Javitz Wagner O'Day program, people with significant disabilities sometimes provide cafeteria services to our military.  And Quantico, the marine headquarters, is an example of one of those contracts in action.  Went there.  Some of you know that, I am not a Washington person but this winter in Washington was a rough one, and we had a bad snowstorm one day, shut down the whole city, public transportation was not working, the metro was down, the buses were down, and the word went out on television only essential personnel need to report.

Well, when we went to see the cafeteria program at Quantico, the manager of the program told us a story about that particular day, a young man with mental retardation, cognitive disability, intellectual disability, whatever your preference for the term is, somehow managed to get to work.  And when the manager of the cafeteria said, "Why are you here?"  The guy says, "Well, it said on television essential personnel need to report.”  And he said that he was essential, in his mind, he was essential.  

So I think, you know, we know, certainly those of us who spend our lives in the disability world know how essential, how important a contribution people with disabilities can make.  And I think the challenge for us is how do we link that to people like you, Terry, in the corporate world, and build on the work that you are doing here at Merrill Lynch so that we can do something to actually reduce the ridiculously high, unacceptably high, unemployment rate for people with disabilities.  The President wants us, he is insisting that we do something about it and I think the challenge is to actually do something and I think this is hopefully another important opportunity to advance that agenda.

Charlie, I really do appreciate your hosting this, and look forward to hearing from the rest of you.

Peter Blanck:

Thank you, Bob.  I know we have a lot of shy folks who are not used to talking around this table.

Ralph Boyd:

(Laughs)

Peter Blanck:

So let us begin a dialogue.

By the way, I would also point out that although this event is most graciously hosted and led by Merrill Lynch, we did intend this event to be open to other corporate leaders as well, and tried to invite many other corporate leaders as well because we think that, and I know Terry thinks this as well, that Merrill Lynch would like to provide leadership on this issue, but this is very much a corporate America issue as well.

Terry Kassel: 
Let me, I am going to have to jump out for just a second to satisfy another commitment, but a couple of things that you said caused me to think about a few things and so I just want to put them on the table, and then you can use it as you wish.

One of the things that I think you have to do in order to get corporate America engaged is to make sure that the disability issue, the issues relating to disabilities is integrated into their diversity initiative.  There is not a corporation in America that does not have, a large corporation in America that does not have a diversity initiative.  But there is a disconnect, I think, in that there is a focus on women and minorities, on the one hand, and there is a huge focus on Affirmative Action with respect to women and minorities, but you do not have included in that group, always included in that group, uniformly, the issues affecting people with disabilities.  

So that is sort of a number one "need to do."  And you are not going to get anywhere, I do not think, until you start marketing the disability issue, the people with disability issues as part and parcel of the umbrella that whatever people call diversity.

Second, we call diversity at Merrill Lynch "inclusive growth."  That includes a business case.  And we have specific marketing efforts, and when I say "marketing," I mean focus on specific groups, so that would be the women's market, the African‑American market, the Indo‑Asian market, the Hispanic market, and we now have effort to attract assets and in connection with attracting assets, you get to know those communities, and you have an applicant flow that develops on the recruiting side.  So that is another way of integrating the outreach is what I will call it, to specific groups that have specific focuses, and then getting input so that you have an applicant flow where you are marketing to that group, you get some credibility in that group.

And then the last thing I would say is that while I respect and flattered by the reference that we have to get people like you, the HR folks, engaged, the reality is that HR is only, in my view, at its best, is a support to the businesses, is a process support to the businesses.  Maybe a little bit of a morality check, maybe a little bit of a control function.  But what I would suggest to you is that it is the recruiters and the business that you have to market to, because it is the business that hires, fires, promotes, retains, recognizes, et cetera.  And all HR does, and I am not diminishing our role, but I am just saying that we are a supportive role.

In a perfect corporation, you have the businesses having this in the front of their minds, so that in our world, we have three big businesses and you would need the three heads of those businesses, and that is how we have just restructured our diversity initiative.  Diversity is not new at Merrill Lynch, but we have been unsuccessful in many of our initiatives.  Why?  Because HR and a corporate function, this is not a criticism of HR but corporate ran it, and corporate cannot run anything that is not important to the business, because then it becomes an afterthought and it is a set‑aside and it is a silo.  But when you get it engaged in the fabric of the business, then it becomes an initiative that gets integrated in a very real way, and what we have discovered is that anything that is not real to the business is not real to the organization.  


And so the last thing that I would say is that while what we do have some control of, from a leadership perspective is corporate culture, and that is another thing that you focused on, and getting corporate culture to be welcoming and embracing a diverse workforce is partially internal marketing, and the other side of that is external marketing.  And so you need contests that create leadership initiatives, so that, you know, maybe Merrill wants to be the employer of choice for people with disabilities and you need some buzz around that competition.  Maybe J. P. Morgan Chase wants to be.  Maybe Salomon Smith Barney wants to be.  And when you get, what America's corporations respond to is competitive forces, and somehow we have to figure out in this room how to make it clear that there is a competitive advantage and do not underestimate the power of marketing.  You know, it is not a dirty word.

Peter Blanck:

I know you have to leave in a couple minutes so would you take one or two questions before you go?

Terry Kassel: 

Sure.  Yeah.  I do not have any answers.  I have a lot of questions myself, but that is the . . . 

Peter Blanck:

Would you introduce yourself as you are speaking and we will get to know each other that way as well.

Andrew Imparato:
 Yeah, this is Andy Imparato with the American Association of People with Disabilities.  Let me just start by thanking you and Charlie and everyone else for hosting this.  And for your remarks which were very well taken from my perspective.

One thing I just mentioned to Doug Kruse, who is sitting next to me who is a researcher, this is a research question for NIDRR and any other folks here that are looking at research.  If you look at what is being spent in the business community to market to Latinos, just take Latinos as one example, or gays and lesbians, you pick the market and you compare that to what is being spent to market to the cross‑disability segment and then you compare the size of those markets, I think you will find a huge disconnect.

My experience has been very little is being spent explicitly to market to us as a constituency and a lot is being spent to market to teenagers, which is a smaller constituency, the Latinos, which is a smaller constituency, the gays and lesbians, which is a smaller constituency.  That has to change over time.  And I am just curious from Merrill Lynch’s perspective, you talked about inclusive growth, do you know how the budgets for your different outreach programs compare?

Terry Kassel: 
Well, what we do is, it is interesting that you ask that.  The budget is not the issue.  At Merrill Lynch, we eat what we kill.  (Laughs)

So what you want to really do is have it in the front of people's minds that this ‑‑ this is an income‑producing activity.  So for example, we have collected in the past year a little under a billion dollars worth of assets in our first year of having a real marketing effort versus women, Indo‑Asian and Hispanics.  Okay.  So the budget is not the issue.  It is, for us, it is does it bring in new money, net new money?  And if it brings in, nets new money, then you are going to have a lot of activity, regardless of what your budget is, because you have, you know, quality assets coming into the firm.

So we have, to my knowledge, we do not have a marketing budget or a segmented budget for disability marketing.  Why not?  I do not know why not.  That is a perfect question.  We need somebody with a head of the women's market, a head of the African‑American market, we need a head of the disabilities market and then we need to put our minds together about how we are going to initially fund it, but that is the littlest of it, because that is just startup money, because it should pay for itself if it is real.

And what we are saying around the table is that it is real.  That there is a market out there, and we also have mortgage programs for low and middle‑income folks, and then the question is, how do you segment your low and middle‑income folks around a disability initiative?  So it is all kind of, you know, my mind is going a mile a minute on the connectivity.  You do not need special work groups and subgroups and subcommittees to really develop all of the ideas that you will come up with today.  But I think if you had an action plan in mind, it would be identifying some corporate initiatives that you could pilot and then show some small wins like we did in the women's market and then you get momentum around those wins.  Because every company will follow the money.

Peter Blanck: 
As usual, you are 12 steps ahead of us because that is exactly what we want to do is to implement this into action today.  I know you have to leave at 9:30.  Would you take any other final comments?

Bobby briefly?  Bobby Silverstein, please introduce yourself.

Robert Silverstein: 
Bobby Silverstein.  

(Laughter)

I think part of the problem that we have as a community is just demonstrated in the first 15, 20 minutes.  Self‑interest is what guides business.  The altruism part, to me, is an aside.  It is, is there a market?  Are there qualified people?  We constantly talk about that 70% rate, which is not an unemployment rate. It is a rate of, quote, not working.  It is the unemployment rate is high but it is not there.  We constantly start, as Bob did, all of us do, with that statement.

Well, after that statement, if you are looking at self‑interest and you are looking at profits, why would you continue to think and to say that this is a good market, this is something we should do?  To me, we have to be, as a community, more sophisticated than that.  The unemployment rate of those who have access, of people with disabilities, is going down in my opinion.  There are significant numbers of people with disabilities who are working now that were not 10 or 15 years ago. Those with the most significant disabilities, the folks that Marty deals with at SS, at Social Security Administration, maybe we are not making a lot of progress.  But we are making progress elsewhere, and there are people with access, and there are people with disabilities earning more, and we do not send that message.

We are still in more of a sympathy mode than a positive statement, which is more complex.  It is not simple.  By saying there is a significant number of people with disabilities who work who are earning assets, who should be a market, but we got a lot more to do with those with the more significant disabilities, and if you heard that, corporate America, you would be more apt to say, "Hey, I have got to have a section lead on disability" than to say "Just focus on folks who have kids with disabilities" as opposed to saying, "There are people with disabilities.  Not just parents with kids with disabilities who are a market.”  And I think it is out there.  I just do not think we take the time to do that.

Terry Kassel:

Well, I am going to leave you, but the one thing that we have, the last point on Merrill, just because it is my only reference point to be honest with you, but I think what we have done in the last year‑and‑a‑half is focused our culture on a much higher discipline, and the discipline that we call it, it is not particularly rocket science, but we call it "fact‑based management."

Fact‑based management is you guys around the table have to come up with a facts book.  I mean, whatever you want to call it.  And it has got to be, "Here is the market, here is the people, here is the access, here is the opportunity," and you have to do something around educating corporate America because you cannot expect corporate America to do it all, you know, on the buy side and the sell side.

So if you are the seller, we are the buyer, then you have to put together some fact‑based management that is persuasive, that is compelling, and then you sell it.  And you get as I say, a pilot.  Maybe Merrill Lynch pilots it.  And then you begin to advertise, based on that fact, Bobby, that you have a market out there that is actually hungry for attention, and, you know, you develop momentum around ‑‑ around a few small initiatives in corporate America.

It really has not been on the front page, I do not think.  See, I think we have done that pretty well with respect to the hospitality industry because I think people . . . 

Robert Silverstein:
 See, I think we have done that pretty well with respect to the hospitality industry because I think people, starting with Mariott . . .

Terry Kassel: 
Right, right.

Robert Silverstein: 
have all of a sudden got it.  There are all these conventions and all these things happening, and if you send a message that there is full accessibility, you are going to get people to come to your hotel.  

Peter Blanck:

We have some time for questions or dialogue . . .
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