State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind
Bi-Monthly Meeting Minutes
Thursday, December 4, 2025

I. Call to Order
Chair Samantha Flax called the regular meeting of the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind to order at 5:40 PM on Thursday, December 4, 2025, people were present on zoom and in person.
II. Roll call
Samantha Flax conducted a roll call, and the following people were present:
SRC-B Members: Samantha Flax, Chair; Hannah Harriman, Vice Chair; Paulo Castro; Diane Dohnalik; Frank Eller; Deborah Gleason; Tom Heinl; Thea Kramer; Kelly Lemke; Jeff Mihelich; Corbb O’Connor and Justin Salisbury.
SSB Staff: Natasha Jerde, Director; Nyia Vang, SRC-B Staff Liaison; Dave Andrews; Jennifer Beilke; Jon Benson; Isaac Hanninen; Brianna Holeman; Susan Kusz; Sheila Koenig; Lisa Larges and Lisa Rogers. 
Members of the Audience: Steve Jacobson; Cheylenna Salter; Rocky Hart; Sharon Monthei; Jennifer Dunnam and Judy Sanders.
III. Approval of Minutes
The Chair called for a motion to approve the minutes of the November 10, 2025, meeting. Corbb O’Connor moved for approval, and Jeff Mihelich seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
IV. Work Authorization Task Force – Change of Chair 
Corbb O’Connor provided updates to the Work Authorization Task Force and moved to appoint Briley O’Connor as Chair. Frank Eller seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
V. Meeting Dates for the Next Calendar Year
Chair Samantha Flax presented a proposal to establish meeting dates for calendar year 2026. She explained that after reviewing potential conflicts, including holidays and scheduling overlaps that occur on the first Thursday of even-numbered months, it was recommended that the Council meet on the second Thursday of even-numbered months to provide consistency. The proposed meeting dates were February 12, April 9, June 11, August 13, October 8, and December 10, 2026.
A motion to approve the proposed 2026 meeting dates was made by Thea Kramer and seconded by Jeff Mihelich. During discussion, Corbb O’Connor inquired about potential conflicts with national conferences, including NCSRC, NCSAB, and CSAVR. Director Natasha Jerde reported that the spring conference was scheduled for the week of March 23 and that fall conference dates were anticipated in late October or early November. No conflicts with the proposed SRC-B meeting dates were identified.
The motion was put to a vote and passed by a majority, with all members present voting in favor. Chair Samantha Flax also voted in favor of the motion. The proposed 2026 SRC-B meeting dates were approved.
VI. DeafBlind Etiquette    
Chair Samantha Flax introduced Hannah Harriman to give a presentation on DeafBlind etiquette and inclusion. Hannah explained that DeafBlindness is a spectrum and that communication needs vary widely, so it is appropriate to ask individuals about their preferred communication methods and what supports work best for them. She emphasized being respectful and proactive with accessibility, including planning ahead for interpreters, allowing time for interpretation, and using clear language.
Council members asked questions about how to make meetings and presentations more inclusive by default, including conducting brief access checks at the start (and after breaks) and creating space for people to request accommodations without being singled out. Rocky Hart shared additional DeafBlind perspective and supported using access checks in hybrid meetings. Kelly Lemke asked about the term “DeafBlind,” and Hannah noted that it can include any combination of vision and hearing loss, and that people may choose different identity language depending on context. Chair Flax thanked Hannah and encouraged ongoing learning and inclusive meeting practices.
VII. Approval of Annual VR Effectiveness Report and Annual Report 
Chair Samantha Flax raised the item of approving reports and noted that the Council did not yet have the full reports available for review. She asked for an update on the status of the annual report and the VR Effectiveness Report. Staff clarified that the VR Effectiveness Report includes the customer satisfaction survey results and the Council’s goals and priorities, which had been reviewed and approved at the November meeting.
Lisa Larges, SSB staff provided an update, explaining that the approved sections had been incorporated and that the full annual report was currently with DEED Communications for design and preparation of an accessible version. She noted that the report would be shared with the Chair prior to publication and would be submitted to RSA and the Governor’s Office by the end of the month. Discussion followed regarding accessibility formats and universal design, with confirmation that the report would only be distributed in accessible formats.
The Chair sought clarification on whether additional Council approval was required. It was agreed that the November vote approving the goals, priorities, and customer satisfaction components satisfied the Council’s approval requirement. With no objections raised, the Council agreed to proceed once the accessible version of the report is finalized.
VIII. Director’s Report (full report included in transcript.)
Budget & Finance
· FY25 closed in stable condition overall, with some program deficits offset by underspending in other areas.
· FY26 spending at 32.8%, below the 40% target for this point in the fiscal year.
· Case service spending in WDU is tracking below target following an unexpected spike last year.
· Federal continuing resolution through January enabled partial VR and OIB funding.
· Anticipated ~$260,000 cost-of-living increase to the VR federal award; state match requirements already addressed.
· Pre-ETS funds currently show a surplus of approximately $500,000.
· Ongoing concern regarding projected state deficit and potential impacts to state funding later in FY26.
National & Federal Updates
· RSA and Special Education expected to transfer to the U.S. Department of Labor pending final Memorandum of Agreement.
· CSAVR has proposed multiple placement options for RSA within DOL.
· Federal budget negotiations remain unresolved; another continuing resolution is likely.
· Department of Defense seeking waiver of Randolph-Sheppard authority, raising concerns related to BEP operator oversight.
Outreach & Communications
· Outreach activities since September included resource fairs, White Cane Awareness Day, interviews, and collaboration on reports and state planning documents.
· DeafBlind outreach efforts continue, with plans for staff training on DeafBlind etiquette and procurement of specialized front desk equipment.
Contracts & Community Partnerships
· Community Partner RFP is under revision and not yet available for posting.
· Monitoring reviews are current with no backlog.
· Forums and Spotlight Cafés will shift to a revised format beginning January 2026.
· Updates to the Community Partner website and manual are underway, with training modules to be launched in YesLMS.
Program & Unit Highlights
· Audio Services experienced seasonal slowdown; increased activity expected after the new year.
· Braille Unit implemented the KLAS database and continued serving K-12 students with transcription and textbook services.
· Engineering and Radio Talking Book implemented automation, expanded archives, and began Perkins Braille Writer repairs.
· Senior Services served 3,716 consumers in FFY25; referrals expected to increase after the holidays.
· Evolve Employment continues model development and planning for sustainability.
· Workforce Development focusing on counselor training and internal placement service improvements.
· ERAF program reinstated in October 2025 and continues to support employer accommodations statewide.
· Pre-ETS programming remains active with college readiness workshops and peer ambassador engagement.
· Business Enterprise Program reported retirements, ongoing rule updates, and exploration of expanded operations.
IX. Committee Reports
State Rehabilitation Council: no report was received.
State Independent Living Council: Kelly Lemke reported that at the most recent MN SILC meeting, the Council received a presentation from the Minnesota Department of Human Rights and reviewed a civil rights survey currently under development. The Council also completed a program performance review.
Lemke reported that two members will be attending the SILC Congress. In addition, the Council is creating a task force focused on collaboration with other councils and future training opportunities and is developing an intern position description.
Communication Center Committee: Jeff Mihelich and Dave Andrews identified several potential dates for an upcoming meeting and shared those options via email with staff to determine availability. Once feedback is received, a meeting date will be finalized.
Community Partner Outcomes & Measures Committee: A discussion occurred regarding the status of the committee’s annual report, specifically the Adjustment to Blindness Training (ATB) Satisfaction Survey results. It was clarified that the report had been completed and previously shared with the committee but had not been distributed more broadly.
Staff noted that the ATB Satisfaction Survey report is typically reviewed annually by the full Council and is used as part of the State Plan development process. Susan Kusz confirmed that the report is complete and agreed to send it to Nyia Vang for distribution to Council members.
Customer Satisfaction Goals and Priorities Committee: It was noted that a meeting will likely be scheduled in January or early February to review progress on the committee’s goals and priorities for the year. Staff will look for a time to convene the group after the new year.
Deafblind Committee: Hannah Harriman provided an informal update. She reported that the committee last met on September 9 and had been meeting every other month. A planned November meeting did not occur due to scheduling confusion related to the Veterans Day federal holiday.
Harriman noted that the committee has begun developing a new direction and vision. Previously, the committee focused on reviewing documents and advising SSB on language and terminology. The committee is now shifting toward greater outreach efforts, including collaboration with SSB on staff training and broader education related to DeafBlindness. Harriman stated that her earlier presentation was part of this outreach and training effort.
[bookmark: _Hlk118803388][bookmark: _Hlk113370906]Diversity Equity and Inclusion Committee: Justin Salisbury reported that much of the committee’s work is currently taking place behind the scenes. The committee is awaiting guidance and approval to begin more public-facing work and to formally convene. Members have had limited communication via email and are prepared to move forward once given the go-ahead. Chair Samantha Flax indicated she would follow up with the committee after the meeting to clarify next steps.
Employment Committee: Harriman reported that at the committee’s most recent meeting on November 17, members discussed the importance of collecting qualitative employment data, including customers’ personal experiences and perspectives on working with SSB. While quantitative data such as employment outcomes and case closures has been reviewed in the past, the committee emphasized that qualitative feedback provides important context and insight.
The committee is exploring methods for collecting this feedback in ways that ensure customer comfort, confidentiality, and trust, while also safeguarding personal information. Possible methods under consideration include Zoom meetings, email submissions, and written correspondence. The committee’s goal is to gather constructive feedback—both positive and areas for improvement—to inform program enhancements and customer experience.
Harriman reported that the next Employment Committee meeting is scheduled for December 15, during which the committee will focus on drafting communications and coordinating with SSB on data collection processes and safeguards.
Senior Services Committee: Kelly Lemke reported that the committee met prior to the SRC-B meeting and will continue meeting before SRC-B meetings from 3:30–4:30 p.m. going forward.
Lemke reported that Ed provided an update on the Senior Services Unit, noting that the program year ended in September and that 3,716 seniors were served. Minnesota typically ranks second nationally in the number of seniors served, following California, which was noted as a strong outcome relative to population size.
Ed also discussed financial challenges within the Senior Services Unit, including reductions in funding for materials and an increased focus on training activities. It was noted that while services often slow during the holiday season, January has historically been the busiest month for Senior Services referrals.
Information was shared regarding an upcoming National Federation of the Blind (NFB) senior retreat scheduled for February 11–17. The retreat is open to individuals aged 50 and older who have experienced vision loss, with a cost of $50 per participant. Topics include cane travel, daily living skills, beginning Braille, organizational skills and tactile learning, assistive devices, cooking techniques, technology, and NFB Newsline.
Lemke reported that the committee plans to reach out to Stacy Shamblott to explore a potential presentation from Aging Eyes at a future meeting.
Transition Committee Report: no report was received. 
X. Public Comment 
No public comment.
XI. Adjournment
Samantha Flax adjourned the meeting at 8:15 p.m.
a) A motion to adjourn the meeting was made by Jeff Mihelich and seconded by Corbb O’Connor. The motion passed unanimously.
Minutes submitted by:  Nyia Vang 
Minutes approved by:  Samantha Flax
