Greetings Council,
National News
Federal funding remains temporary. Congress enacted a continuing resolution (CR) on September 2 that funds federal agencies through December 11, 2026. It avoids an immediate funding lapse, but full-year FY 2027 appropriations remain unresolved, leaving uncertainty beyond the CR’s expiration. We received approximately 20% of our 2027 grant award for both VR and Older Blind. Based on my calculations, we received a modest COLA of around 1.5% for VR. Older Blind appears to have further decreased by a few thousand dollars. 
Federal grant rules are still in flux. OMB has proposed major revisions to 2 CFR Part 200, the government-wide framework for administering federal grants. The CR temporarily bars OMB from finalizing that proposal through December 11. The proposal could affect grant administration, award decisions, and recipient requirements; its final form and timing remain uncertain. 
The Education Department has proposed changes to EDGAR. The Department’s proposal would revise Education Department grant regulations, including provisions relevant to state-administered programs. Among other changes, it would set conditions for continuing multiyear grants, including demonstrating progress toward goals and receiving a determination that continuation is in the federal government’s interest. It also would require grant recipients to conform to executive orders, both current and ones that aren’t in existence yet. The comment period closed September 23, and the Department said it intends to finalize the regulations in late 2026. Not many entities have submitted comments on EDGAR compared to 2 CFR 200. 
A new addition to our federal grants is something called Defend the Spend. Starting on November 1st, in order to draw down on our grant funds, we have to submit a short expenditure justification. We have to provide additional detail that includes how much we have expended in personnel/fringe benefits, travel, equipment, supplies, contractual, construction, other, and indirect. And we have to do this in 255 characters or less. This is something Department of Labor and Health and Human Services are already doing; Education grants are late to the party. 
Administrative Updates
Fiscal
The VR programs in Minnesota were selected for a single audit this year. The auditors primarily focus on the financial side of VR, but they often pull a random sampling of customer authorizations. They will then review supporting IPE documentation and case notes to confirm the purchases are in line with federal and state requirements. 
Budget-wise, our continued scrutiny is on our state dollars, as we project a deficit in SFY2027. We did get some relief in the form of $450,000 in memorandum money from the Minnesota Foundation that will be used for our CCSS replacement project. These funds are not from our primary donation pool, as we leave those funds untouched as much as possible. For federal funding, we are in good shape, and because of our additional reallotment funds, the pressure is on to spend even more pre-employment transition services dollars to meet our 15% requirement. 
Outreach
Since the last council meeting, the Outreach Team and several staff from Senior Services and Evolve Employment have attended 23 in-person events including the MN State Fair, resource fairs, and senior living facilities. We collaborated with DEED VRS on NDEAM blogs, postings, and promotions. We hosted tours of SSB for DEED Human Resources and the MN Office of Diversity and Equal Opportunity. Together with bus-riding staff, we worked with Metro Transit on ideas for better bus stop accessibility. The 62nd annual White Cane Safety Awareness Day is next week. Come join us on Tuesday from 9:30-noon at the state capitol to celebrate independent travel.
Contracts & Community Partnerships
On June 30, 2026, every single P/T contract we have for VR and Older Blind services to customers will end, and all current community partners will need to go through the RFP process again. It will also be another opportunity for new community partners to begin working with us. This does NOT apply to DIF Grant contracts. 
We have pulled together a project plan to prepare for this process. This month, we are soliciting feedback from our partners and staff about changes they wish to see in the upcoming contracts. We also will be gathering information from other state blind agencies about rates, service delivery definitions, and anything else related to their contracts. In November and December, we will establish our contract change list, which will include updated rates, establishment of vendor performance requirements, changes in how Pre-ETS is provided and billed to conform with federal guidance, and other items we identify along the way. The current posted RFP for VR client services will come down in December, and we will re-post it in time to get new contracts established come 7/1/27.  
Communication Center Updates
Audio Services 
Our numbers for the recently completed FFY26 have been compiled and are as follows: 
-Number of accesses of NFB Newsline 486,055
-NLS Equipment and accessories circulated 4,579
-Number of print pages transcribed (recorded) 21,566
-E-text or Large Print pages transcribed (produced) 3,193
-Total number of Print pages structured for recording by Audio Services and Radio Talking Book 100,168
Audio Services – small but mighty! Go Team!
Braille
K-12 Braille Metrics FFY26
Students Served: 40
# of Braille Pages Newly Transcribed: 13,874
# of Pages Reproduced and Reused by CC: 143,779
Total # of Braille Titles Provided: 413
Total # of Braille Pages Provided to Minnesota Students: 271,711

Six braille staff members will be attending the “National Braille Association 2026 Professional Development Conference Wednesday, October 21 – Friday, October 23” in Minneapolis, MN. Anna Werner will be presenting two (2) workshops. Vicky Roberts, Gail Stefanick, Christine Smeed, Nichola Cocchiarella, Allison O’Day, Penny Carpenter.
I am pleased to announce that Haley Joos has accepted the offer for the “Braille Library Support Specialist” position with the Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED). This position was formerly held by Pat Barrett and classified as Office & Administrative Specialist. Haley has successfully completed the comprehensive background check and formally accepted the position. Haley is a graduate of the College of Saint Benedict and Saint John’s University, where she earned a Bachelor of Arts in History with minors in Sociology and Ancient Mediterranean Studies. Her first day will be Wednesday, October 7, 2026. Thank you.
Program Services Updates
Senior Services Unit
Senior Services finished the program year having served 3,464 seniors, and 88 IL Consumers. Of the total number of seniors served, 287 were served exclusively by Aging Eyes partners. More than half of the seniors that are initially seen by Aging Eyes partners but end up being counted as served by SSU staff since their needs are more than more a partner can provide. Outside of the Minneapolis and St Paul, the Rochester area continues to be a very busy area for us, as is the Dakota County area. 
Evolve Employment
Evolve Employment continues to advance implementation of its Disability Innovation Fund model demonstration. To date, the project has received approximately 160 referrals and served approximately 125 individuals. Evolve has also participated in 31 business engagement events and training reaching approximately 300 participants and provided 193 services to professionals in 64 unique businesses. These activities already reach well beyond our initial goal of reaching 300 services to professionals. Current work is focused on refining a more individualized, coordinated, and responsive approach to vocational rehabilitation for people who are Blind, Low Vision, or DeafBlind, including development of a broader framework for organizing VR services around participant needs throughout the employment journey. The team is developing new training pathways and resources, refining participant service and outcome measures, and building the procedures and data infrastructure needed to evaluate the model. This work will help identify practices that improve participant engagement, employment retention, advancement, and other employment outcomes and determine what may ultimately be sustainable or transferable to the broader VR system.
Workforce Development Unit
We are excited to welcome Wendy DeVore as our new DeafBlind counselor. She is replacing Lindsay Escalera who moved over to our Youth Services team.  Many of you may already know Wendy. She was the owner of Career Ventures and served on our SRCB Transition Committee. 
Data
We just received our PY2025 Quarter 4 numbers from RSA (April-June 2026). Here are a few of the most important or interesting numbers:
	
	Selected Qtr.
	Prior Qtr.
	Change

	Total Participants Served
	                               828 
	                              831 
	-3

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Timeliness
	
	
	

	  Eligibility
	98.4%
	98.6%
	-0.2%

	  IPE
	100.0%
	100.0%
	0.0%

	Total Exiting
	                                  85 
	                                70 
	15

	Employment Rate
	32%
	35%
	-2.8%



	Employment at IPE
	
	

	Employed and requires VR services to maintain employment
	                           48 
	5.8%

	Employed, but seeking career advancement
	                         102 
	12.3%

	Employed in non-CIE and seeking CIE
	                              3 
	0.4%

	Not employed
	                         675 
	81.5%



	Training Services
	
	

	
	Distinct Count of Individuals
	VR Agency Staff 

	Graduate College or University Training
	88
	N/A

	Four-Year College or University Training
	156
	N/A

	Junior or Community College Training
	114
	N/A

	Disability Related Skills Training*
	579
	62



	MSG Rate in the Program Year to Date
	64.3%



	Disability Type
	Primary

	Blindness
	463

	Other Visual Impairments
	63

	Deaf-Blindness
	35



	Top 10 SOC Titles within Employment Outcomes of the Quarter
	 
	 
	 

	No.
	SOC Title
	Number of Participants
	Median Hourly Earnings
	

	1
	Maids and Housekeeping Cleaners
	2
	$17.50
	

	2
	Janitors and Cleaners, Except Maids and Housekeeping Cleaners
	2
	$16.34
	

	3
	Administrative Services Managers
	1
	$68.75
	

	4
	Computer Occupations, All Other
	1
	$60.00
	

	5
	Software Developers
	1
	$45.60
	

	6
	Artists and Related Workers, All Other
	1
	$42.00
	

	7
	Chemical Engineers
	1
	$41.35
	

	8
	Engineers, All Other
	1
	$33.25
	

	9
	Compensation, Benefits, and Job Analysis Specialists
	1
	$32.00
	

	10
	Urban and Regional Planners
	1
	$30.36
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Distribution of Hourly Wages at Exit
	 
	 
	 

	
	
	Count
	
	Percent of Total by Wage Group



	

	group 1
	$10 and less
	0
	0%
	

	group 2
	over $10 to $15
	5
	20%
	

	group 3
	over $15 to $20
	9
	36%
	

	group 4
	over $20 to $25
	1
	4%
	

	group 5
	above $25
	10
	40%
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	Total Outcomes in the Quarter: 
	25
	
	



Employment & Training Team 
Independent Living/Braille: Kia has been working with the same students, continuing to develop their Braille skills. She has a customer who moved into a new building, and she worked with him successfully to learn the elevator panels. She has also been working closely with Shelia in Pre-ETS on developing an Independent Living Skills Lab. 
Employment Services: Dave collaborated with John Hess from MNIT on two ADA-related employee support requests. They assisted an employee with vision issues by providing instructions for using iPhone audio output for text messaging and guidance on NVDA and JAWS screen readers. The ADA Coordinator at MnDOT also contacted Dave about data privacy agreements for Be My Eyes, Aira, and Echo vision glasses. He coordinated with John to obtain and share the necessary agreements.
O&M: SSB is offering a five session fall Orientation and Mobility class at the SSB office in St. Paul. Classes run Wednesday afternoons from October 14 through November 18 and will cover core O&M skills such as safe travel techniques, white cane use, indoor and outdoor navigation, and strategies for staying active with vision loss. Participants are encouraged to attend all sessions and bring their mobility devices. Instruction will be provided by Jenny Pelletier and Abdi Mumin, reach out to either of them with questions. 
Glidance will visit SSB on October 26 to provide an informational presentation and demonstration of Glide, their new AI‑powered mobility device for people who are blind or have low vision. SSB is serving only as the host site for this internal staff session. Staff will have the opportunity to learn about the device, ask questions, and observe demonstrations. A separate public demo day will be held the following day.
AT: Jesse will present this week at the ECC and Me event, providing sessions for students and parents on accessible gaming, including available options, how to get started, and guidance on parental controls. Jesse will also co-present with John Hess at the October 23 SSB Tools for School event, offering an overview of core post‑secondary skills in the morning and highlighting emerging tools and technologies in the afternoon.
ELL: English classes are going well! We will be presenting an overview of SSB’s English program and the collaborative experiences between Orientation and Mobility, Life-Skills, and Employment services at the NCSAB conference in November. Some of these collaborations this summer included cooking, going to a restaurant, a modified cane quest activity, visiting Silverwood Nature Center, and doing career research and mini presentations. These experiences taught the students adjustment to blindness and employment skills while creating community and practicing their English in a safe and supportive environment.
ERAF: In Q1 FY27, ERAF approved 9 applications, denied 8, and supported 18 employers, including 7 first-time participants. About $120,000 was reimbursed this quarter, with $152,873.33 reimbursed year‑to‑date and $1.12 million remaining. Since launch, reimbursements total over $2.08 million. Staff completed 18 employer consultations and continued outreach through information sessions, national presentations, and partnership development.
Pre-ETS
We are working on our annual Pre-ETS Blueprint which details our BRIDGE foundation,  Pre-ETS activities, and 15% set-aside determination.
Our Fall activities are in full swing. A few coming up this month include:
Saturday Independent Living Skills Lab
Happening on the second Saturday in October and continuing monthly through May. 
October 10, 2026 – Clothing, Laundry, and Personal Hygiene: Keeping It Clean!
Students will discuss proper laundry care and appropriate clothing for different occasions, such as work or a nice dinner. We will also discuss and practice tips related to makeup, shaving, hair care, and personal hygiene.
Tools for School Workshop on Friday, October 23rd is a day of panels on assistive technologies and hands-on learning that support the future success of blind, low vision, and DeafBlind students! 
College planning and application help drop-in October is College Knowledge Month in Minnesota, and to celebrate, Minnesota State colleges and universities are waiving undergraduate application fees for the entire month, and there are no essays required for applications. Stop by the SSB office in St. Paul on October 5th or November 2nd from 5 to 7 PM for assistance with college applications or any other college preparation questions.
Minnesota Association of Blind Students Seminar
The Minnesota Association of Blind Students is presenting an afternoon of conversation, shared experiences, new ideas, and opportunities to connect with peers. Topics include 
· using AI to work smarter in school, daily life, and beyond
· Individual self-advocacy and collective action
· Building a sense of belonging on campus and in the community
· Mental health and well-being
Business Enterprise Program
· The Randolph-Sheppard community recently secured a great victory in its lawsuit against the Department of Education.  As you know, the Secretary of Education granted a waiver to the Army exempting it from the Randolph-Sheppard priority on all dining contracts.  NABM and NFB, with full support from the Randolph-Sheppard community, challenged the waiver in federal court and prevailed.  Prior to the waiver being issued by the Secretary, NABM was coordinating and helping fund a multi-state arbitration to challenge the Department of War and the exchange services’refusal to recognize the Randolph-Sheppard priority for traditional vending facilities such as vending, micromarkets, snack bars, C-Stores, etc on military bases.  The exchange service argues they have primacy over Randolph-Sheppard, a position that is not supported by the law.  The filing of the arbitration complaint was put on hold as legal resources were diverted to fight the waiver case.  Now that the waiver case has been ruled on, NABM is moving forward with challenging the exchange services position. We will keep you posted as the process unfolds. 
· BEP operator, Tim Flaata will take a general leave in March 2027.  His business in Faribault was bid out. BEP operator Marvin Langanki was the successful bidder. He will take over operation when Tim leaves. Marvin’s business in Rochester, MN was bid out. No current BEP operator signed on to this business. The BEP will work with a BEP student to take over the Rochester business when Marvin leaves for Faribault. 
· The BEP is working on collecting information for the annual RSA 15 report.
· The next quarterly meeting of the Elected Committee of Blind Vendors will take place on Friday, October 16th.

---Break---

Rulemaking
We are excited to announce that we have officially kicked off Rulemaking and will be publishing our Request for Comments in the State Register the week of October 19th. The link to the Request will be available on our website and will be sent out through our newsletters and by email. Comments will be accepted for 60 days through the portal as well as by mail or email for those who prefer to submit in other formats. During that time, we will hold community discussions, begin developing an advisory committee who will help provide feedback and recommendations to our proposed amendments to the Rule and develop our Statement of Need and Reasonableness. There will then be a second public comment period before we submit a Dual Notice of Intent to Adopt the Rules with or without a hearing. Whether or not a hearing takes place depends on the number of individuals who request a hearing.
Our goals for rulemaking include: aligning our Rule with Federal Laws like WIOA and Uniform Guidance; incorporating WIOA requirements related to Pre-ETS; updating eligibility criteria to be based on barriers to employment instead of medical definitions; refining rules related to maintenance and post-secondary training; updating rules related to SSU services such as eliminating maximum number of training hours; removing unnecessary administrative burdens that interfere with quality service provision; remove and replace outdated requirements and terminology; refine rules related to Community Partner qualifications; and revising rules using plain language for clarity for all readers. 
In November and December, we will begin the formation of the Rulemaking Advisory Committee. We anticipate we will start meeting after the new year. The role of the advisory committee is to advise SSB on the development of the Rules. The committee does not have voting authority; all final decisions are made by the Commissioner of DEED. Our goal is to come to agreement on as many Rules as possible and ultimately, to end up with Rules that work for the customers and staff who are impacted by them. Advisory committee members will primarily be selected by leadership of the organizations they represent, and we intend to have one representative from each stakeholder group. We may also accept letters of interest from certain stakeholder groups who may not have a leadership team to make that decision.

