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Themes of 2015 and beyond...
by Hanns Meissner, PhD
Chief Executive Officer

The dominant governmental policy related themes of 2015 look a lot like the strategic agenda 
of The Arc of Rensselaer County. For the past number of years, we have worked with great 

passion and commitment at moving away from group services to individualized supports, applying 
the principles of self-direction to all that we do, finding jobs for the most challenged among us, 
fostering a positive workplace and promoting health and wellness of our employees and the people 
we support. For many years we stood with few others in pursuing these objectives. Now the Federal 
agency Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) and the NYS Office for Persons with 
Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD) share our interest in what can be best described as social 
change. Clearly these values are reflected in OPWDD’s “Transformation Agenda”. Yet the methods 
to achieve these objectives seem to contradict and perhaps even undermine our ability to achieve 
these important outcomes for people with developmental disabilities (DD).  One example of this is 
found in New York’s Department of Health’s goal to move supports for persons with DD into Medicaid 
Managed Care. The language of managed care reveals the misalignment with our interests to 
focus on capacity, citizenship and inclusion. Consider the impact of referring to an intellectual 
disability as a morbidity, which refers to the nature of a disease. Many more examples of this 
misalignment could fill all the pages of this newsletter. Instead I would like to share the testimony 
of two of our board members (David Borge and Julie Martin) they provided at an OPWDD public 

Assemblymen John McDonald & Steven McLaughlin join Sandy VanEck and Hanns Meissner during the 
Self-Advocacy Conference on September 23.

“Themes” article continued inside

From the “Arc in the Park” 5K event to the Community Partners Breakfast, with the DSP appreciation car wash and more 
in between, The Arc of Rensselaer County continues to be busy with activity!  Take a look at the sights of what has taken 
place over the months... with more to come!

Summer & Fall Festivities 
          in and around The Arc

Top left clockwise: “Arc in the Park” 5K event 
with Congressman Paul Tonko, who started 
off the race; honoring those going above and 
beyond during the 2015 Community Partners 
Breakfast; DSP week ending with a picnic and 
car wash; Employee Recognition event. 

A great place  

to work...  

A great place  

to succeed!

Honor & Appreciation
   THANKING THOSE WHO GO ABOVE AND BEYOND
This year, The Arc of Rensselaer County honored eight deserving 

individuals and groups that stand behind the mission of community 
inclusion. During the annual Community Partners Breakfast held at 
the Franklin Terrace Ballroom in late October, Hanns Meissner, CEO 
and Jim Blessing, Associate Executive Director, presented beautiful 
etched awards and official citations to these worthy winners amongst 
a crowd of 170 people. Included were Jane MacDougall, a volunteer 
and friend to many; Arianna Collington, a young lady who started  
a Christian-based youth project called the Peculiar People Project;  
Reinaldo Soto of ABM and Tom Styles of TSL Adventures who employ  
those with disabilities; a local rock group, One Night 
Stand, for helping a young lady’s dream of rock  
stardom come true; Peter Dupigny for lending a  
helping hand through the Salvation Army; and Peter 
Mesh for his work with the Special Olympics.

The highlight of the morning, however, came when  
the Watervliet Fire Department was recognized for 
their inclusion of the late Tom Mackey, who served  
with the department for twenty years. Cecile Mirch, 
Tom’s sister, flew in from Florida to be a part of this 
event and shared the story of her brother and his 
love for his fellow firefighters. With heartfelt words, 
she thanked the department and those firefighters 
present for allowing “Chief Mack” to become all he 
could be and realize his dream. During his funeral, 
Tom was bestowed full firefighter’s honors by the 
department, distinguishing him as one of their own.

“These are the stories we want to celebrate and these are the  
people we wish to honor as they stand by The Arc in promoting a 
more inclusive community,” shared organizer Jim Blessing. “All these  
individuals honored have enriched the lives of those we support by going  
beyond the scope of providing employment, volunteer opportunities, or 
even being a friendly neighbor by building a more meaningful personal 
relationship,” Blessing explained.

This event is held annually. If you wish to nominate an individual or 
business for next year, please contact 274-3110 or jblessing@renarc.org.
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Chester Finn inspires the group with 
his opening address.

forum. Please give this a close read and let us 
know what you think. These themes will continue 
into the next number of years. We call out to all 
of our members to express your interests and 
concerns to the makers of our future system.
OVER REGULATION
True transformation of our current services to 
individualized supports requires a regulatory 
context that encourages rather than inhibits 
creativity.  In the past five years, regulations have 
multiplied exponentially shifting our attention and 
energy away from creating innovative supports 
to compliance and paper documentation. 
Individualized and self-directed supports flourish 
within conditions of local decision making and 
design flexibility. Unfortunately, we exist under 
state and federal prescriptions that dictate the 
shape of services and service relationships. 
Volumes of regulations, micro accounting of 
expenditures and minute-by-minute billing 
arrangements weighs down the support 
arrangement in administrative transaction. These regulatory tools and methods reflect an inherent mistrust of individuals, families 
and providers. This has caused a great wave of fear, anxiety and defensiveness, rather than a receptiveness and engagement in 
the new by many of the relevant stakeholders.
RESIDENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES
Opportunities for individuals with developmental disabilities (DD) to live a supported life in a home of their own have almost 
disappeared for many other than those in extreme crisis. As resources dry up, person-centered plans containing intentions to assist 
individuals become hollow promises, resulting in deep cynicism about how helpful the system can truly be to those in need. While 
important to address in the short term, should institutional step down and emergency crisis remain the ongoing primary focus in 
NYS, the conditions for future crisis and ongoing system reactivity will be generated. Timely access to resources and proactive 
engagement with individuals and families to promote natural life transitions is a healthy way to avoid reactive intervention.
OUR WORKFORCE
We have known for a long time that the demand for long term care and support will skyrocket in the upcoming decades given the 
aging of the baby boomer generation. People with DD are in the position of competing with an aging cohort for the same pool of 
workers. Individuals, families and providers are currently experiencing problems recruiting and retaining quality staff. Those that 
are working in support arrangements do so under the watchful eye of OPWDD, the Justice Center and the OMIG. Direct support 
workers are expected to assist individuals achieve dynamic personal and social outcomes in spite of an often less than welcoming 
community. Required to work long hours, remain trained up, direct support professionals are not well compensated for what they do. 
We can expect to see significant workforce shortages in the near future with resulting negative impacts to families and individuals.
EMPLOYMENT
Employment for persons with DD has been an elusive undertaking. After the invention of supported employment, increased numbers 
of persons with DD got jobs. However, within a few years a glass ceiling was reached – and numbers of persons employed slightly 
dropped and remained static. Many factors contribute to the low employment rate for persons with DD. On a societal level, our 
achievement oriented culture engenders an environment of competitiveness that is unfriendly to the accommodation of differently 
abled people. On an economic level, periods of high unemployment adversely impacts people with disabilities. Rural communities 
simply do not have enough jobs to go around. Funding streams and payment for performance systems incentivize working with 
people with less severe conditions. Our assumptions about what people with DD can do and need can lead us to diminished 
expectations about their capacity to work. Any way one slices it – it is a complex dynamic with no easy solutions staring us in the 
face. What is needed is the support for social innovation. What we get are demands to close programs within unreasonably steep 
time-frames. Unreasonable and undoable tasks result in routines to game the system not sustainable change. 
MANAGED CARE
It is understandable that “bending back the cost curve” is a health policy objective. But how this fits with helping persons with IDD 
“get a life” is unclear. Managed care, the core tool to implement health care reform focuses on covered lives, metrics and analytics, 
allowable services, rate rationalization, provider networks, capitalization and risk corridors, dual eligibility, acuity, and long term 
care. Conversely, building inclusive communities (what is needed for persons with DD to succeed in community life) requires deep 
listening practices, realigning relationships, learning organizations, co-designing and co-implementing supports, budget flexibility 
and authority, life-style supports, self-direction, capacities and gifts, and social innovation. Considering the language alone, these 
are two variant worlds. We should be concerned with the misalignments of these two worlds if we are truly interested in valued 
outcomes for persons with DD. Managed care is tasked with the heavy health care reform agenda, as such it is focused on medical 
issues. Transformation in the DD world is attending to social change (and has been ever since deinstitutionalization was initiated).  
Beyond the mismatch of agenda, two key problem areas pop up: one is the importation of the medical model back into the DD 
world – a model that attends to illness, dysfunction and care (as opposed to capacity) and the creation of multiple layers of system 
of administration drawing our resources and attention away from supports on the ground.

Board Member, Bob Hergrueter, and The Arc Board President David Borge, welcome 
NYSARC President Steven Kroll to a meeting.

Sketch by Joe

Happy Puppy

Trivia Celebration
TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE

November 5 at 6:00 pm

Bootlegger’s Bar & Grill
in Troy

with Kumi Tucker
and Kevin Baker

Sweet Scents of Life
A SENSORY ART EXHIBIT

November & December
Sand Lake Town Library

Opening Reception 
November 10

11:30 am - 1:30 pm

Visit us at:
www.renarc.org

Like us on

ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY ADVANCEMENTS
by Ed Martin 
Associate Executive Director

For the past three years, our 
agency has had a committee 

working on integrating assistive  
technology practices around the  
agency. I would note that after four 
years we are still very much “scratch-
ing the surface” of what we think is  
possible and realize that we still have 
much learning to do. Furthermore,  
assistive technology will only  
expand if people know what it is, and 
how it can be of help to our day to day  
experiences.

With that said, here is a definition of assistive technology: 
• Assistive technology methods range from IT-based  

systems (high tech) to homegrown devices (low tech) 
that are developed by our very creative staff;

• It is  intended to assist those we support to interact 
within their immediate living environment or the larger 
community;

• It often relates to facilitating better expressive  
communication;

• It also relates to everyday life like helping a person  
navigate their neighborhood, operate a household appliance, or self-administer medica-
tions, as examples;

• Assistive technology is very individualized and designed with the input of the person.

Over the last few years, we have had successes in the area of assistive technology, including:
• A McCarthy Foundation grant that allowed us to purchase assistive technology devices  

(including I-Pads) that are used by people to facilitate communication;
• Hosting a consultation by At Home Technologies to develop assistive technology applica-

tions at our Vandenburgh residences;
• Hosting an assistive technology fair at our business office that introduced staff and the 

people we support to technology applications from various vendors, as well as in-house 
resources;

• Developing an Assistive Technology Task Force that is available to consult with teams and 
the people they support on how best to use assistive technology;

• Developing numerous individual technology applications in residences and within some 
day program settings to help people interact with others, be safe in their homes, and self- 
administer medications.

With these advances, it is the opinion of the committee that we are a resource that is somewhat 
of an unknown asset to The Arc community, and could still do so much more to promote lifestyle  
enrichment. With that in mind, I want to let you know that we have a process that will connect you 
to our agency’s Assistive Technology Task Force. This task force, which involves staff from across 
our agency, is available to assess individual situations, make recommendations for appropriate  
strategies, and help people acquire resources they may need to initiate assistive technology within 
their unique situation. To access the task force, contact Katelynn Moore (ext. 2212) or Kyle Bartlett 
(ext. 2215) in our Innovation Department at 273-6600. If you would just like to learn more about  
assistive technology feel free to reach-out to some of our committee members, including  
Dan Carson, Sandy Van Eck, Deb Guarneri, Amy Moyer, Amanda Zelaya, Alicia Andrews, or 
myself. The use of assistive technology in our work is something that is too important to ignore. 
Learn more about it, seek-out agency resources, or consider joining our committee to promote 
and expand the practice of assistive technology.

“Themes of 2015 and beyond” continued from cover

In September, Citizens Speaking Out held their first annual Self-Advocacy  
conference. The conference was held at the beautiful Hilton Garden Inn right here 

in Troy. Local self-advocates arrived early in their best attire to organize and learn. 
The day started off with a warm introduction from CEO Hanns Meissner and Self- 
Advocacy President Bill McCauliffe. The audience quickly got a rush of energy as 
the Key Note Speaker, Chester Finn, took the stage. Chester is a disability rights  
advocate that has traveled the world and was an advisor to Vice President Joe Biden!  
Chester gave an engaging speech about the mission of advocacy as cheers rang out 
through the conference hall. New York State Assemblymen Steve McLaughlin and 
John McDonald attended to say hello and show their support of advocacy efforts! 

After a lovely brunch, the advocates split up to attend an educational session of their 
choice. MSC Coordinator, Don Morse, presented an interactive and informative  
seminar on CQL (Counsel on Quality Leadership). In another breakout room,  
Citizens Speaking Out challenged attendees with jeopardy questions covering all facets of Self-Advocacy efforts.  
Meanwhile, The Arc leadership held an interactive session, in which participants advocated and shared their concerns 
about their lives and their futures. After a short break, three other jam packed sessions were held covering such topics as  
intimate relationships, health and wellness, and managing stress. Attendees role played, meditated, and put their  
advocacy efforts to work. 

The local advocates regrouped in the conference hall to share their stories and treat themselves to a wonderful lunch.  
Raffle tickets were read and some lucky advocates won surprise gift bags. Things really livened up when Chester Finn 
and special guest, Steve Holmes, took out their saxophone and guitar. The two sang compelling protest songs while  
advocates danced and joined in. Advocates clapped and discussed the day as the conference came to an end. 

The conference was an inspiring day for the 
agency and the self-advocacy movement.  
Attendees were encouraged to join Citizen’s 
Speaking out on the first Wednesday of every 
month at The Arc offices to help plan special 
events, engage in learning opportunities, 
and more.

Citizens Speaking Out group  
holds successful conference
by Kyle Bartlett

Right clockwise: Matt and Xavier enjoy a breakout 
session; Chester and Steve entertain the group with 
music and song; Andrew shares his thoughts and 
dreams during an interactive session.

Robert is happy to be using his new 
assistive technology.


