State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind
Bi-Monthly Meeting Minutes
Thursday, February 12, 2026

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, February 12, 2026, 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; Frank Eller; Deborah Gleason; Tom Heinl; Kelly Lemke; Jeff Mihelich; Steve Sawczyn; Patrick Vellia; Corbb O’Connor and Justin Salisbury.
SSB Staff: Natasha Jerde, Director; Nyia Vang, SRC-B Staff Liaison; Dave Andrews; Jennifer Beilke; Jon Benson; Brianna Holeman; Lisa Larges and Lisa Rogers. 
Members of the Audience: Sue Fager; Diane Dohnalik; Briley O’Connor; Steve Jacobson; Rocky Hart; Matt Langland; Jennifer Dunnam and Judy Sanders.
III. Approval of Minutes
The Chair called for a motion to approve the minutes of the December 4, 2025, meeting. Frank Eller moved for approval, and Steve Sawczyn seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
IV. Election of Council Chair 
Due to the absence of the Vice Chair, Deborah Gleason facilitated the election for Chair.
Steve Sawczyn moved to nominate Samantha Flax for Chair of the Council. Samantha Flax accepted the nomination. Hearing no further nominations, Rob Hobson moved to elect Samantha Flax as Chair by acclamation, seconded by Frank Eller.
A roll call vote was conducted.
Motion carried. Samantha Flax was reelected as Chair of the Council.
V. Election of Vice Chair
Chair Flax opened nominations for Vice Chair and nominated Steve Sawczyn, who accepted the nomination. Patrick Vellia nominated Corbb; however, the nomination was not accepted as Corbb was not present to accept and had not provided prior consent.
Hearing no further nominations, Frank Eller moved to close nominations and elected Steve Sawczyn as Vice Chair by acclamation, seconded by Justin Salisbury.
A roll call vote was conducted.
Motion carried. Steve Sawczyn was elected Vice Chair of the Council.
VI. Employment Committee Chair Appointment
Chair Flax informed the Council that Hannah Harriman had stepped down from several positions, including Chair of the Employment Committee. Chair Flax recommended appointing Deborah Gleason as the new Employment Committee Chair.
Justin Salisbury moved to approve the Chair’s appointment of Deborah Gleason as Employment Committee Chair, seconded by Frank Eller.
A roll call vote was conducted.
Motion carried. Deborah Gleason was approved as Chair of the Employment Committee.
VII. Budget Task Force 
Chair Flax informed the Council of the need to establish the Budget Task Force for the year. Rob Hobson volunteered to chair the task force, and Jeff Mihelich and Briley O’Connor volunteered to serve as members.
Frank Eller moved to approve the appointment of Rob Hobson as Chair of the Budget Task Force, with Jeff Mihelich and Briley O’Connor serving as members, seconded by Steve Sawczyn.
A roll call vote was conducted.
Motion carried. Rob Hobson was approved as Chair of the Budget Task Force, with Jeff Mihelich and Briley O’Connor serving as members.
VIII. Spring Conferences 
Chair Flax reminded the Council of the upcoming CSAVR, NCSAB, and NCSRC conferences, scheduled for March 28 through April 3 in Washington, D.C.
Justin Salisbury expressed interest in attending. Nyia Vang will coordinate travel and logistics for any council members planning to attend.
Rob Hobson moved to approve Justin Salisbury to represent the SRC-B at the CSAVR, NCSAB, and NCSRC conferences, seconded by Frank Eller.
A roll call vote was conducted.
Motion carried. Justin Salisbury was approved to represent the SRC-B at the spring conferences.
IX. Professional Development Task Force 
Chair Flax announced the need to establish a Professional Development Task Force to identify and coordinate learning opportunities for the Council, including guest speakers and professional development topics.
Justin Salisbury volunteered to chair the task force. Steve Sawczyn, Deborah Gleason, Rocky Hart, and Patrick Vellia volunteered to serve as members.
Frank Eller moved to approve the appointment of Justin Salisbury as Chair of the Professional Development Task Force, with Steve Sawczyn, Deborah Gleason, Rocky Hart, and Patrick Vellia serving as members, seconded by Rob Hobson.
A roll call vote was conducted.
Motion carried. Justin Salisbury was approved as Chair of the Professional Development Task Force, with Steve Sawczyn, Deborah Gleason, Rocky Hart, and Patrick Vellia serving as members.
X. Work Authorization Task Force 
Chair Flax thanked Briley O’Connor, Natasha Jerde, and the members of the Work Authorization Task Force for their work in developing a proposed policy regarding work authorization requirements for SSB services.
Briley O’Connor and Natasha Jerde presented the proposed policy and responded to Council and public questions regarding implementation, language, pre-ETS, and next steps. Natasha Jerde also presented a proposed transition plan, including staff training and a phased implementation process for current and future consumers.
The Council discussed the task force recommendation and the advisory role of the SRC-B. No formal vote was taken. The policy was received as a task force recommendation to SSB for implementation following staff training and final transition planning.
XI. Housing Policy Task Force 
Chair Flax thanked Rocky Hart, Natasha Jerde, and the members of the Housing Policy Task Force for their work in developing proposed revisions to the post-secondary housing policy.
Rocky Hart and Natasha Jerde presented the proposed policy revisions, including provisions related to off-campus housing, part-time enrollment, student loans, student visa considerations, internet support, and housing eligibility criteria. Council members and members of the public provided comments and questions, including clarification regarding rent proration and online versus in-person coursework.
A clarification was made during discussion that total rent, rather than the fee schedule amount, would be prorated when calculating off-campus housing support.
The Council discussed the proposal and received the task force’s recommendation. No formal vote was taken.
XII. Director’s Report (full report included in transcript.)
Natasha Jerde provided a brief Director’s Report with national and budget updates.
She reported that Congress passed the federal appropriations bill, avoiding a government shutdown through October 1, 2026, and noted that Vocational Rehabilitation programs received a cost-of-living adjustment, with final grant amounts still pending. She also shared that several related federal programs were fully funded, while Older Blind funding remained level.
Natasha Jerde discussed ongoing uncertainty regarding possible federal administrative changes affecting Vocational Rehabilitation and Special Education, including potential movement from the U.S. Department of Education to other federal agencies. She also provided an update on concerns related to the Randolph-Sheppard Program, particularly the impact of recent federal actions affecting Army dining facility contracts and possible long-term implications for blind vendors.
Natasha Jerde then reviewed SSB budget matters, including management of prior year case service expenditures, use of pre-ETS funds to address overspending, and ongoing efforts to rebuild carry-forward reserves. She noted that SSB and VRS continue working to meet required pre-ETS spending targets and state match obligations. She also highlighted the integration of Braille services into the VR program as part of the agency’s funding strategy.
Finally, Natasha Jerde shared an update on the Disability Innovation Fund Grant, noting strong early referral activity and describing the grant as an important tool for serving individuals whose needs may not otherwise fit traditional eligibility criteria.
XIII. Committee Reports
State Rehabilitation Council: no report was received.
State Independent Living Council: Kelly Lemke provided an update from the Minnesota Statewide Independent Living Council (MN SILC). She reported that at the most recent meeting, Joel Reynolds, Legislative Affairs Director for the Minnesota Council on Disability, presented results from a survey used to inform the Council’s legislative agenda. More than 800 Minnesotans completed the survey, significantly higher than participation in previous years. The top priorities identified included people-centered fraud prevention and enforcement reform; stabilizing home and community support; improving access to affordable, high-quality healthcare; modernizing outdated systems and reducing administrative barriers; expanding accessible and affordable housing and strengthening protections; and improving statewide infrastructure access. Kelly also reported that the Advocacy Committee is developing a consumer survey regarding dental service access for people with disabilities following outreach to dental offices about insurance acceptance and availability. She added that several members who attended the April conference provided brief updates on sessions they attended.
Communication Center Committee: Jeff Mihelich reported that the Communication Center Committee met the previous week and that the preview reports were included in the meeting packet. During the meeting, Dave Andrews provided a demonstration of the new NLS digital player. The committee also discussed the similar content produced by NFB Newsline and the Radio Talking Book and noted that the committee may explore in the future whether both services continue to be necessary. The meeting concluded following this discussion.
Community Partner Outcomes & Measures Committee: Deborah Gleason provided an update on the Council’s work regarding the Adjustment to Blindness survey. She reported that the group has been meeting and brainstorming improvements to the survey process, with assistance from Devon. The group developed a pilot proposal that would include creating an open survey link to be shared directly by selected vendors at the conclusion of services rather than sending surveys quarterly after services have ended. The goal is to gather feedback closer to when services are provided and to avoid sending the survey at the same time as the Customer Satisfaction survey. The group also discussed possibly renaming the survey to better distinguish it from other surveys and reviewing how the collected data is being used. Deborah Gleason will send the pilot proposal to Nyia Vang to distribute to the Council for review.
Customer Satisfaction Goals and Priorities Committee: Corbb O’Connor reported that the committee typically does not meet at this time of year but is considering scheduling a meeting in March or April to conduct a midyear review of the Council’s goals and priorities. He noted that the meeting will be scheduled and shared with the Council. Corbb O’Connor also invited individuals who are not currently on the committee or the SSB Leadership Team but are interested in participating to contact him to receive the meeting invitation.
Deafblind Committee: Patrick Vellia reported that the committee did not meet at the end of the previous year due to communication access issues that resulted in a last-minute cancellation. The committee met earlier in the week and began discussing ways to improve customer experience when entering the SSB building, particularly at the front desk. One issue discussed was the front door being locked, which can result in clients waiting outside if front desk staff are unaware that someone is there. Chair Flax noted that this topic aligns with existing Council goals and priorities and suggested continued discussion on improving accessibility.
[bookmark: _Hlk118803388][bookmark: _Hlk113370906]Diversity Equity and Inclusion Committee: No report was received. 
Employment Committee: Deborah Gleason reported that the Employment Committee is proposing a Peer Success Forum with an employment pathways panel. The purpose of the forum would be to provide current SSB participants with practical insights, encouragement, and real-world strategies by hearing from individuals who have successfully achieved employment outcomes through SSB services. The proposed event would be a panel-style forum that may be held in a hybrid or virtual format and could include speakers representing self-employment, customized employment, and competitive integrated employment. Potential discussion topics include workplace accommodations and assistive technology, how and when to request accommodations, understanding rights and responsibilities, and strategies that contributed to successful employment outcomes. The intended audience would include current SSB participants exploring employment opportunities, individuals preparing for job placement or transition, and optional participation from counselors and staff as observers. Deborah Gleason will provide additional written details to Nyia Vang to share with the Council.
Senior Services Committee: Kelly Lemke reported that the Senior Services Committee met prior to the Council meeting. The committee heard from an Aging Eyes partner, Pam Well, Resource Coordinator/Supervisor at Minnesota Aging Pathways, who shared information about the program and discussed how her team of 13 social workers uses the Aging Eyes kits, including several success stories. The committee also hopes to invite another Aging Eyes partner in the future who is more directly involved in program delivery. Ed Loecher provided an update on the Senior Services Unit, noting that operations have been steady and that the unit has experienced an unexpectedly busy holiday season. Kelly Lemke also shared that the NFB Senior Retreat is currently taking place with 32 attendees, including three participants from Minnesota.
Transition Committee Report: no report was received. 
XIV. Public Comment 
During public comment, Chair Flax shared information about opportunities through the National Federation of the Blind (NFB), including the Bell (Braille Enrichment for Literacy and Learning) Program and scholarship opportunities available to Minnesota students. Corbb O’Connor clarified that there are two separate scholarship programs: the National Federation of the Blind National Scholarship Program, which awards scholarships of at least $10,000, and the Minnesota state scholarship program, which provides two scholarships of $3,000 each. He noted that additional information about both scholarship programs, as well as details about the Bell Program for children ages 4 to 12, is available on the National Federation of the Blind of Minnesota website.
XV. Adjournment
Samantha Flax adjourned the meeting at 8:15 p.m.
a) A motion to adjourn the meeting was made by Rob Hobson and seconded by Corbb O’Connor. The motion passed unanimously.
Minutes submitted by:  Nyia Vang 
Minutes approved by:  Samantha Flax
