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Good morning and thank you for inviting me to this summit to celebrate National Disability Employment Month with all of you.  It is good to see so many advocates, employers and employees here this morning.  

I want to thank Jay Himmelstein and the leadership of the University of Massachusetts and the Medical School who have joined with the state in creating the Work Without Limits partnership.  It is the kind of public-private partnership that can make a difference in lives all across our Commonwealth.  It also reflects what we all know to be true right now, that in the face of economic challenges, we need to seek new and creative solutions because we are in this together.  Simply wishing our problems away has never been a path to success for Massachusetts or the nation.  It has always taken action to move us forward, and today we celebrate that spirit.   

But our challenges are real, the statistics daunting.  People with disabilities are nearly 3 times as likely as non-disabled individuals to be out of work.  Approximately 400,000 working aged individuals with disabilities in this state are ready and willing to work.  Every year, many more people who are workers become disabled as a result of injury or illness.  These people want to work and they want to have full and independent lives and economic security.

What people with disabilities need most is just a simple chance.  They need the grace and humanity of employers who understand that a disability does not disqualify anyone from opportunity.  We need to clear every obstacle and artificial excuse from the pathway to success.  We need businesses to recruit, retain, review and promote people with disabilities because it makes economic sense, it is fair and it is right.  
There is enough possibility in the world for everyone.  History has validated it again and again.  You know it is true.  Ask President Franklin Roosevelt.  Ask Helen Keller.  Ask Stephen Hawking or Beethoven or Ray Charles.  Ask Andrew Imparato.  Ask the millions of Americans with disabilities and their families who are active, contributing members of our civic life.  They are proof that the ability to achieve comes from the soul.  
And there is nothing disabled about the souls in this room.  
The point is we cannot steal other people’s potential.  But we can embrace it.  When we open the doors of opportunity to people with disabilities, we bring dignity to their lives but also to our communities.  We grow stronger.  Especially now, when so many people are confronted with so many pressures at home and at work, we must lean on each other as members of a community.  It is how we will recover as quickly as possible in our Commonwealth.  Because when people work together with a shared focus on the better tomorrows I know are ahead, there is nothing we cannot do.  

And the truth is people with disabilities are an important part of our economic recovery.  I am grateful to every champion they have, the people who keep pushing to guarantee that the American Story is for the disability community, too.  

We are doing everything we can in state government to make that a reality.  This summer, I gave a directive to the executive branch of state government to have us become a Model Employer of people with disabilities.  As one of the largest employers in the state, our responsibility is to lead by example.  Commissioner Charlie Carr, Assistant Secretary for Access and Opportunity Ron Marlow and the Director of Human Resources Paul Dietl developed a plan and are implementing it right now.  I applaud their vision and leadership, and thank them for their work.
The “I am / We are” Campaign is the first phase of our plan.  You can see the logo right here.  In order to raise awareness about disability and tackle some of the deep-seated misconceptions that are out there in the workplace, we need a baseline from which to benchmark progress in the hiring process.  This is an employee driven initiative.  So, we want people to disclose their disability confidentially through agency ADA coordinators or other human resource staff so we can measure success going forward.  
As we start the next phase, we are moving into broad based training of our hiring managers, shifting our recruitment strategies and examining review and promotion efforts to make sure that the path in state government is an affirmative one for people with disabilities.  This is where we start to see real results of our investment in people with disabilities, and I am very excited to see those successes come to life.   
But we cannot make the kind of change we need ourselves.  We need you employers here today – and even more, the ones who are not here – to make that same commitment.  I ask you to become model employers too, and to let me know how we can help you meet that commitment.

I understand Work Without Limits is convening a Business Advisory Group.  Give me your advice and ideas in the next three or four months about what we in the state can do to support you.  Bring others to the table to make the Model Employer agenda a public-private enterprise.  Keep us focused on the long-term objectives.  And most of all, bring solutions to the table.  That is the way forward, and I am excited about going down that path together.  Thank you again for being here and for all your hard work.  
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