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The job market is a gated universe with too few entryways for people with disabilities.  That was the message echoed by participants in a forum on the issue at the State House. 

Penny Plourde heads up a state program that offers people with disabilities help finding and keeping employment. Plourde is also disabled and uses a wheelchair. She says she was lucky that her parents helped her establish a foothold in the working world.

Plourde:  My parents opened a store and it employed their three daughters in the family business, and it was from that beginning that I had an opportunity to try.

Eventually, Plourde says, she went out into the world on her own and confronted adulthood much like any other young person starting out, but there were extra challenges: She had to find an apartment that was accessible. She had to save up for a car with the added cost of getting it specially outfitted. And, unlike some of her colleagues, she had to reassure employers that she didn’t pose a liability to their insurance.

Plourde:  And then how was I going to de-emphasize my disability to my peers sitting next to me in the work environment, who may have felt that they had to get up and help me, or they may have had to give me some kind of special assistance?

Plourde recalls once, when on her way out of town to a business meeting, an airline refused to let her board a plane. She says she made it onto the plane by insisting on a meeting with the pilot, who relented. 

Plourde has found ways to overcome obstacles in her life, but advocates for people with disabilities say such stories are not common enough.

Clyde Terry:  There are a handful that are successful, but usually it’s through a family connection or familiarity somehow. Someone knows someone who’s willing to give someone a chance. But for the vast majority of them, the doors are closed.

Clyde Terry is a New Hampshire lawyer, a disability advocate, and the author of state and federal legislation that promotes disability rights. But Terry, who’s visually impaired, says if he had listened to detractors he might have had a different future.

Terry:  I was told to leave school back when I was 16 because my future was going to be that of working in the shoe factory, because they never thought that persons who were blind would actually get a competitive job.

Terry says barriers to employment hurt everyone, not just the individual job seeker.

Terry:  One in five citizens have a disability, and those numbers are growing. You have an aging population that still has something to contribute. So we need to set and build [?] strategies that can employ this great resource that we have invested in over the years.

Terry points to the millions of dollars of taxpayer investment to make public schools a rich and accessible environment for students with disabilities. Advocates say as many as 70% of the disabled population in Maine, and in the nation, are under- or unemployed. Representative Arthur Lerman, a Democrat from Augusta who organized the forum, says disabled people want to work just as much as anyone else, and leaving them on the sidelines wastes talent and resources.

Lerman:  When young people go through school, they work very hard in the public school system to develop the skills and the self-confidence and other qualities to allow them to go on with their lives. And then they graduate from high school and, boy, it’s like dropping off a cliff.

Outside the State House, Lerman runs a nonprofit that provides support services for people with disabilities. He says high-school graduates, ready for work, find that employers lack confidence in them, and they also discover very long waits to enroll in state programs that aid the employment process. 

Jill Duson directs Maine’s Bureau of Rehabilitation Services. She says there are programs that provide a personal aide to help new employees at the job site while they learn the ins and outs of the new position. But an eligible person might wait two years to get that help.

Duson:  We are working in our system to develop the response, but that’s what happens in these forums. It’s a push-pull. There’s never enough resources to do everything. On the bureaucrat’s side you’re trying to do the best you can with what you have. That doesn’t mean you have all the right answers. It’s in the conflict that we get the better results.

One major obstacle, say advocates, is convincing small businesses to give disabled workers a chance. Merritt Carey a lawyer who represents a lot of small businesses, says many are intimidated by the idea of accommodating the needs of someone with a disability. But Carey says she learned at this forum that the average costs of those accommodations are only about $500. Carey says that might be a lot of money for some small businesses, but she says the right education campaign might make a big difference.

Carey:  It’s got to really focus on outreach to small businesses, to say “here are the costs associated with doing this, here’s how you can do this, here’s how the state is going to help you.” And I think that’s kind of what we’re addressing today.

The forum included collaborative work sessions with professionals from across the state. Representative Arthur Lerman says he hopes to use ideas from the forum to craft legislative solutions he will introduce in the next session. He says U.S. Representative Tom Allen plans to bring companion legislation to Congress.

