Greetings Council,
National News
On Monday, the House Appropriations Committee held its markup of the Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education appropriations bill that includes VR funding.   Although this is only one step in the process, and we have a long way to go before anything is final, it is an important step.  And the news is good!
VR state grants were funded at $4.772 billion, an increase from last year’s appropriation of $4.648 billion.   This is unchanged from the subcommittee information we circulated last week.  While the overall funding distributed to states will be reduced by a sequester of approximately 4%, this should allow for a COLA.
Older Blind was funded at last year’s level.
The request to block grant client assistance state grants, training, demonstration and training, protection and advocacy, and client assistance was not agreed to.  The Committee funded all of these programs at the same level as 2026.
In addition to the funding provided, the Committee included the direction below as part of the report that accompanies the legislative text.
The next steps will include a vote on the House floor; the Senate committee process and floor vote; and conference to reconcile differences between the House and Senate legislation before sending a single bill, passed by both the House and Senate, to the President for signature.  We do not expect this process to be complete, with final numbers, until after the election.  We do expect a Continuing Resolution (CR) at the end of the fiscal year to keep the government open at least until mid-November.
We don’t anticipate any updates regarding moving VR to DOL or DHHS until sometime after the midterm elections. 
ED has been doing a huge push around real property reporting. Meaning, if we made any capital investments or improvements to buildings (including client home renovations) that used federal funds, we have to report that to the feds. We have to go back 20 years and have until June 30th to report. This has been incredibly taxing on VR agencies; fortunately, SSB only has the cafeteria remodel we have to report on, which we already had been doing. 
SSB Budget Update
The management team joined the fiscal team for our annual budget retreat on Tuesday. We reviewed our anticipated SFY26 outlook, and we have great news to report! Without factoring in any potential overages or anomalies, we are projecting a 1.6mil surplus, 1mil of that being within our VR program divided evenly between Pre-ETS and adult services. Conservatively, we are budgeting approximately $900,000 of that surplus towards our SFY27 budget, which will help us regrow our carryforward fund in VR and contribute towards the Audio/RTB portion of the CCSS replacement project. This portion of the system replacement project will cost approximately 1.5-2mil over 3-4 years, approximately half a million per year. 
We will have the final SFY27 budget completed on June 23rd, and we are holding an SSB-wide budget townhall so staff can have some transparency into our funding situation. We have several cost drivers we have to take into account going into ‘27:
• The indirect rate (the amount we contribute to our central services like HR and AFS) has gone down, resulting in cost savings for units at SSB. 
• We have a good amount of available Pre-ETS dollars that allows that team to get creative.
• The DIF grant will be under budget as we are moving our program evaluation in-house, allowing that team to build capacity and put more funds towards their client services. 
• We continue to receive a small increase (approx. 2%) to our VR dollars. 
• A steady increase in the number of applicants in WDU paired with inflation of goods and services means higher case services costs. This is a national trend, and VR is seeing numbers exceeding even pre-COVID times. 
• The CCSS Replacement Project is a necessary but costly item, and we still have 3-4 years left before total implementation in the Communication Center. 
• Program Income from Social Security is nowhere near what it used to be, and we have accepted that this is our new normal.
Evolve Employment DIF Update
It has been about 1 year since we “opened our doors” for the grant, so we figured it would be a good time to get a more lengthy update on how things are going. We continue to see strong engagement in the grant, with more than 60 participants currently enrolled among all services. One of the career navigators shared they are personally working with 18 individuals, including four who would not have qualified for other WDU or VRS services. Many participants have shared how valuable it is to have an additional team member supporting their employment journey, and they remain highly motivated and eager to engage in activities that move them toward competitive employment. As a result of the high numbers, we had to put a pause on internal referrals because everyone on the team was at capacity. We hit this mark way sooner than we thought we would, which means the need is there! We are in the process of posting a position and hiring up to 3 more Career Navigators to better manage our referrals.
A current challenge has been ensuring that our work extends beyond traditional job‑search activities. Interpreter availability has presented some barriers, but to support more meaningful placement opportunities, we are focusing on strengthening our network of business partners and expanding the variety of activities available to participants.
We’ve also identified service coordination as a huge need and huge gap in services. Often individuals have so many members on their support team, but they don’t all talk to one another, so Career Navigators have started to take on that role and this has been very meaningful in moving participants forward.
One of the most significant strengths of the grant continues to be the ability to quickly access O&M and AT specialists. Their involvement has been essential for retention and on‑the‑job stabilization, especially when participants face new workplace changes. This support has truly been an invaluable resource.
Benefits planning also remains a major focus for nearly all participants. Having a team of four staff trained to provide benefits guidance has been extremely important and continues to help participants make informed decisions. Our most complex cases are those engaged in or seeking self-employment opportunities while our most basic needs are benefit verifications and basic work impact education. We’ve typically been able to provide that benefit verification for folks in less than 5 working days from the time they submit their signed releases. This is a huge impact and difference from other agencies providing benefits services and is a direct result of having benefit planning embedded in a state agency. In fact, by having the service embedded in a state agency, a $78,000 overpayment error was identified and corrected in under 3 months.
A challenge that we have been able to address is related to Medical Assistance for Employed Person’s with Disabilities (MAEPD). An amazing opportunity in MN for people to be able to keep their MA and build their assets but a barrier to accessing the program is that the initial premium isn’t just one month, it’s 3 months that must be paid for the coverage to begin or it’s closed, the person must reapply and likely they are without healthcare or under insured. By supporting someone with their initial premium and 3 months of retroactive coverage, we were able to get them coverage that will keep them working but provide services and support beyond SSB while they recover from a major; life-saving surgery and return to work after recovery. By covering the premiums and helping the person understand what they coverage needs were through benefits planning, we gave them a sustainable outcome versus a short-term resolution.
On a fun note, Ray, Alexis, and Alex attended the Immigrant Entrepreneur Summit last Friday, where we hosted a table and shared information about Evolve Employment and the DIF grant with many businesses in hopes of forming new partnerships. Ray also had the opportunity to speak about the ERAF program during the 11:15 a.m. session, and he did a fantastic job! 
On Monday, we launched the RFP for DIF services to participants. We hope many old and new community partners apply! Next, we will be working on the RFP for our Customer Service and Technology Training Program. 
Administrative Updates
Outreach
Since the last council meeting, the Outreach team has been to 12 in-person events. They’ve presented on SSB services at conferences and senior living facilities, hosted vendor tables at conferences and health fairs, and represented SSB at the Disability Advocacy Day at the capitol. Plus, the senior services team has been out in force at senior health fairs and senior living facilities sharing information about our services. Stacy Shamblott has worked with local organizers of senior resource fairs for SSB to have tables at no cost. Altogether, she’s secured tables at 15 events across the state from now into 2027!
Since January, the Lisas have completed 10 new stories of impact to be shared with DEED, on the SSB website, and in the 2026 Annual Report. 
Outreach has also been collaborating with other state agencies at vendor booths, coordinating communications, and assisting with accessibility reviews.
Contracts & Community Partnerships
We are pleased to have two Requests for Proposal (RFPs) posted in the June 8th edition of the State Register.  Once  again, our request for applications to provide Adjustment To Blindness (ATB) and other rehabilitation training, employment-related services, and pre-employment transition services (Pre-ETS) to Applicants and eligible blind, low vision and DeafBlind customers is open. 
The second RFP requests applications to provide Adjustment To Blindness (ATB) and other rehabilitation training, and employment-related services including Progressive Employment Services to Applicants and eligible blind, low vision and DeafBlind Customers through the Disability Innovation Fund (DIF) Grant Program.  
Both RFPs can be found on DEED’s Competitive Grants and Contracts webpage or you can email a request to Jennifer.Beilke@state.mn.us 
Also, a reminder to contracted Community Partners, to start completing background checks by August according to your Contracts. Individually owned agencies with no employees can hold off and SSB will contact you to process the Vendor Criminal History and Release Form required by the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension (BCA). Please also check your insurance to ensure that the limits are correct and the policy is active. 
Communication Center Updates
Audio Services
In Audio Services, we currently have a large e-text project that’s keeping us busy. E-text, or electronic text, requires scanning a printed book into PDF documents. We then add tags and headers so screen readers can properly translate the documents into audio. This particular book has lots of maps and foreign names, two items that screen readers generally stumble on, meaning much time and patience with tagging is required. Special thanks to our own Kris Tomes and Molly McGilp for stepping out of their position descriptions to wrangle this project!
 
We’re also pleased to report our Audio Structuring Coordinator, Jami Snodie, has two newer volunteers who have proven to be very adept at structuring audio books. Similar to e-text, audio books require headers and navigation tags in the background so book players can read them and provide easy navigation. Structuring requires great attention to detail and is a very specialized skill. Thank you to volunteers Anthony F and Sawyer H for helping us continue our commitment to accessibility!

Braille
Braille is hiring for and Office Administrative Specialist to replace Pat Barrett, who retired in April. 
Engineering/Radio Talking Book

Facilities:
Phone migration is going well. Still working on a few issues that should be resolved by the June 30th deadline.
New AED Device has been ordered for the Communication center area.
Waiting on a part for the women’s restroom stall door. Should be in any day now.
Program Services Updates
Senior Services Unit
There is not a lot of news from Senior Services. Our numbers are just a notch ahead of where we were last year at this same time of year. Summer is always our busy time and most of the staff are scheduled at least few weeks out with their home visits. Stacy Shamblott continues to build our support group network. We have been able to maintain our services despite working with a lower case services budget. We have really leaned into providing more robust training while at the same time having to provide less low vision aids and devices. Charlene Guggisberg who is our rehabilitation teacher is very busy with several group ATB classes starting later this summer. 
Workforce Development Unit

Data
	Data Set
	July 1-Present

	Applications Received for Services
	210

	Individuals Being Served (WDU Open Cases)
	792

	Applicants (WDU Pending Cases)
	5

	Successful Closures
	90

	Unsuccessful Closures  
	167

	Total Closures
	257

	Average Caseload Size per Counselor WDU
	50


A posting is up to backfill Lindsay Escalera’s position: This Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor, at either the Senior or Career level, will primarily serve Deafblind (dual sensory loss) customers. 
Employment & Training Team 
English Language Learning Program: We finished the spring session of the English Speaking and Listening class on May 28th. During this session, there were a lot of great collaborations between the English program and other SSB programs. One of these was an O&M-focused class that used music to teach students key concepts and vocabulary for their O&M training. The other collaboration was with the New American Business Specialist, where we worked with students on answering common interview questions in English. The students demonstrated what they had learned in mock interviews conducted by SSB staff volunteers. 
 -The summer session of the class started on June 9th and currently has 7 intermediate-advanced students enrolled. This session includes collaborative lessons in cooking, O&M, and employment. We are excited to continue providing these authentic and interactive experiences with the students. 
 -The beginning-level students continue to work hard to learn everyday English and reading skills with the English Language Learning Specialist one-on-one. The hope is to have a class for these students as well starting in the fall.

ERAF: ERAF experienced a strong and active quarter in Q4. After regaining momentum in Q2, the program entered Q4 with increased activity across reimbursement processing, employer consultations, informational sessions, networking events, and relationship-building with business and workforce partners. While application numbers remain lower than last fiscal year due to the earlier funding pause, ERAF has maintained important partnerships and is actively rebuilding and expanding its employer network.
Recent ADA training, new tools, and emerging partnerships position ERAF to expand its reach and strengthen the support it provides to small and mid-sized Minnesota employers. In May/June, the program also launched the second edition of The ERAF Exchange, continuing to build a more consistent communication channel for employers and partners.


Pre-ETS
Sarina Boley joined our team on May 6 as a VR Tech. She brings VR experience from Wisconsin, and she is in the Master’s program at Stout. While she’s currently at ATB training, she has already completed her other onboarding and ALP certification. We’re delighted to have her on our team. 
Additionally, Lindsay Escalera has joined us as a Metro Pre-ETS counselor. She was hired to fill Kate Larson’s vacancy. Lindsay brings a wealth of knowledge and wisdom, and we are glad to have her on the team. 
Many students are engaging in summer programs like Summer Transition Program, Duluth Center for Vital Living, LEAP, and work-based learning experiences. Randi Lasher, one of our Work Opportunities Navigator, is leading a two-day career exploration event in Brainerd in August. Students will hear from employees from a variety of career paths at Cragun’s Resort, and they will also participate in job shadows. 
We continue to explore ways of improving our services and addressing unmet needs for our students. In July, two groups of staff will attend part of a youth program at the Colorado Center for the Blind (CCB), a Structured Discovery training center. There is not currently a Structured Discovery center in MN, and CCB is a contracted community partner with SSB. 
We are seeking best-practices in Pre-ETS activities and are considering the possibility of one or two temporary (1-3 year) Pre-ETS positions (i.e. a Rehabilitation Teacher specific to Pre-ETS work). We will be observing and collecting data as we think about feasibility, customer needs, and resource allocation. Please reach out to Sheila with ideas-we so appreciate your input.
Business Enterprise Program
*	BEP operator, Joe Lazarich will retire from the BEP in July. Joe has been a BEP operator for over 50 years. Joe’s 	business is in a post office breakroom in Eagan, MN. This location has another BEP operator who provides 	vending services at the facility. This BEP operator will absorb Joe’s breakroom and assume all vending 		responsibilities at the post office. 
*	A lawsuit was filed earlier this year against the federal Department of Education (DOE). The DOE has granted the 	Army with a waiver basically circumventing the Randolph-Sheppard Act cafeteria priority at over 2 dozen army 	bases. A couple of states and blind vendors directly impacted by this decision have partnered to fight this action 	by the DOE. We are hopeful the court will find for Randolph-Sheppard. If not, this action will effectively remove 	over 24 BEP operators from army bases and could be a blueprint for other federal agencies who would prefer 	not to work with Randolph-Sheppard vendors.
*	The Randolph-Sheppard program will celebrate 90 years in June. 
