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Full Council Quarterly Meeting
February 11, 2026, from 10:00 AM to 3:00 PM

PENNSYLVANIA

Council Members: Present (P) Not Present (NP)

Julia Barol (P) Christie Cyktor (P) Cindy Duch (P)

Kait Gillis (P) Joan Myers Goodman (P) Lynn Heitz (P)

Passle Helminski (P) Twana Jones (NP) Michelle Mitchell (P)
Andrew Pennington (P) Dorian Rhodes (P) Julianna Rodrigues (NP)
Susan Tomasic (P) Rob Wallington (P)

Office of Vocational Rehabilitation (OVR) Present: Ryan Hyde, Chris Harbert,
James Whitonis, Krista Sloan, Susan Storm, Cheryl Novak, Craig Schield, Jill Moriconi,
Dawn Sokol, Jack Hewitt, Tammy Burke, Cassandra Falkenhagen, Douglas Rand, Stacey
Collins, Denise Verchimak, Kim Robinson, Ralph Roach, Dana McKinney, Marci Katona,
Chris Cowan, Chris Palmer, Jessica Crum-Lasko, Terry Huey

Stakeholders Present: Morris Scott, Disability Rights Pennsylvania, Angel Torres,
Reading Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC), Christine Hunsinger, Pittsburgh Bureau of
Blindness and Visual Services (BBVS) Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC), Sherri
Rodgers, Pittsburgh Bureau of Blindness and Visual Services (BBVS) Citizens Advisory
Committee (CAC), Jeff Iseman, Statewide Independent Living Council (SILC), Brian
D’Amico, Reading Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC), Linda Carmona-Bell, Norristown
Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC), James Martini, Pennsylvania Workforce
Development Board, Timothy Krushinski, Pennsylvania Department of Education, Jaritza
Nguyen, Center for Independent Living (CIL Opportunities), David Goldstein, National
Federation of the Blind of Pennsylvania, Stacie Leap, National Federation of the Blind of
Pennsylvania, Seth Hoderewski, Lehigh Valley Center for Independent Living, Nicholas
Chester, PA Department of Labor & Industry, Dale Verchick, Disability Rights
Pennsylvania, Matthew Seeley, Esq., Pennsylvania Statewide Independent Living Council
(SILC), Melissa Hawkins, Office for the Deaf & Hard of Hearing, Megan Van Fossan,
Washington Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC), Deb Schwartz, Esq., Office of Chief
Counsel, PA Department of Labor & Industry, Mary Dougherty, PA Department of Labor
& Industry, Frederick Wright, PA State Board of Vocational Rehabilitation, Carol Good,
Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Network (PaTTAN), Eric Orr, Center for
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Independent Living Opportunities, Tom Burgunder, Pittsburgh Bureau of Blindness and
Visual Services (BBVS) Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC), Preston Gaylor, National
Federation of the Blind of Pennsylvania, Peg Monaghan, PA State Board of Vocational
Rehabilitation, Cathy Long, Harrisburg Citizen Advisory Committee (CAC)

PaRC Support Personnel Present: Michelle Gerrick, Christopher Todd
Moderator of Zoom: Nichole Wade

CART (CAPTIONER): Abby Estes

Interpreters: Kym MacKilligan, Ramona Martin

Guests Present: Leslie Sampson
WELCOME & OPENING REMARKS: Michelle Mitchell, Chair

e Ms. Nichole Wade conducted roll call. A quorum was confirmed for the meeting.
e Ms. Kait Gillis read the PaRC mission statement.

MOTION was made by Mr. Rob Wallington for approval of today’s meeting
agenda. Ms. Lynn Heitz seconded the motion. All were in favor.

MOTION was made by Ms. Christie Cyktor for approval of Full Council meeting
minutes from November 12, 2025. Mr. Andrew Pennington seconded the
motion. All were in favor.

FISCAL REPORT (1st QUARTER): Julia Barol, Vice Chair

e Ms. Julia Barol reported that the PaRC’s total budget for the program year of July
1, 2025, through June 30, 2026, is $80,000. The second quarter report of Fiscal
Year 2025-2026 includes October 2025 through December 2025. October
expenses totaled $1,547.61, November expenses totaled $4,419.41, and
December expenses totaled $1,392.00 with a total of $7,359.02. When combined
with the first quarter expenses, the remaining balance at the end of the second
quarter was $57,806.60. The total spent from January to date is $6,888.74 which
leaves a current balance of $50,917.86.

CHAIR REPORT: Michelle Mitchell
Discussion of May 6, 2026, Full Council meeting location



Ms. Michelle Mitchell proposed an alternate plan for the May Full Council meeting
due to lack of availability for previously discussed venues. Members agreed with
the proposal to hold a virtual only meeting on May 6, 2026, and to attend student
graduation at the Commonwealth Technical Institute at Hiram G Andrews Center
(CTI at HGAC) on April 24, 2026. The August meeting will be held in a hybrid
format, potentially at the PaTTAN office in Harrisburg.

MOTION was made by Mr. Rob Wallington for approval of the changes
discussed regarding the PaRC Full Council meeting scheduled for May 6, 2026.
Ms. Passle Helminski seconded the motion. All were in favor.

OVR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S REPORT: Ryan Hyde, Executive Director

Mr. Ryan Hyde, OVR, provided report on the Federal and State budgets. The
Federal budget does include the mandatory Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA) with
an expected total of approximately $170 million from the Federal grant based
upon prior grant award notification (GAN). Additional information was provided
about reallocation, state budget, funding for Statewide Independent Living Council
(SILC) and Centers for Independent Living (CILs), anticipated funding for 2027,
and the lifting of restrictions on travel, hiring, and conferences.

Mr. Hyde provided information about OVR staffing including current position
openings, previous hiring restrictions due to flat funding, vacant caseloads, and
overtime.

Ms. Michelle Mitchell inquired about how the CILs receive the COLA and if funding
is provided through OVR. Mr. Hyde explained that the state CILs’ funding is
managed by OVR, but they have their own line item that is not tied to OVR
transfer funds. CILs did not receive an increase that was proposed during the
previous state budget. Advocacy is needed and an increase must be included in
the CILs line item to receive additional funds.

Mr. Hyde provided information about the Order of Selection (OO0S), which was
recently at a total of approximately 1400 people for the categories of Individual
with a Significant Disability (SD) and Individual with a Disability (D). OVR
continues to take about 100 to 150 people from the OOS each month. Mr. Hyde
provided additional information on the impacts of the 2027 budget and COLA may
have on the OOS.

Mr. Hyde informed attendees about the preparation for OVR’s summer 2026
activities including the My Work program, Summer Academies, outreach with
vendors and employers, internship programs, outdoor program, student
placements, Pre Employment Transition Services (Pre ETS), and partnerships with
Pennsylvania’s First Lady, Office of Transformation & Opportunity, the Governor,



Philadelphia Zoo, Pittsburgh Pirates, VF Corporation, UPMC, and other potential
employer partnerships.

Mr. Hyde highlighted CTI at HGAC efforts and provided information regarding
graduates, collaboration with OVR Business Services Team, externships,
employment placement rates, program activities, credentials, referrals,
instructors, and changes to programming and certificates.

An update on the customer satisfaction surveys was provided as OVR continues to
work out logistical details on enrolling customers in the new text-based system
which requires a way to provide notification to customers. These details are being
worked on in collaboration with the legal department and should be made
available in the coming months.

Members provided questions regarding the Business Enterprise Program (BEP) in
advance of the meeting. Regarding the training program, HGAC is prepared to
receive customers as there is an instructor and curriculum in place. There are
approximately 11 people interested in the program which includes a 3-part series
including evaluation, online learning, followed by training at HGAC. Protocol
requires assistive technology evaluations and online learning to be completed prior
to attending in person training at HGAC. Additional answers to member questions
are extremely detailed and regulation heavy. Members requested that information
be provided as follow-up from the Full Council meeting. This information will be
provided in the form of regulations and BEP policies that were approved by the
Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) and are public documents.

OVR continues to work in collaboration with Workforce Development for the State
Plan that was previously approved by PaRC to be combined and submitted. The
Department of Labor continues to provide additional guidance which may not
affect OVR'’s portion of The Plan.

Mr. Hyde provided updates about Project InVEST, Pathways to Partnership grant,
and Charting the Lifecourse.

The Bachelor level position for Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors was approved
by the union, and the Office of Administration is working to officially create the
system before it can be utilized by OVR, this is anticipated to begin by the end of
spring. Ms. Michelle Mitchell inquired about the anticipated number of additional
applicants the bachelor’s level program will create. Mr. Hyde explained that OVR
does not receive many candidates with the master’s level program as Pennsylvania
is down to just one school producing master’s degrees in rehabilitation. OVR will
know more within 6 months to a year on how many applicants there are with that
classification. OVR'’s intent will remain to hire people with master’s degrees
whenever possible. Those hired for the bachelor’s level counselor position will have
their supervisor sign off for a certain period, once completed satisfactorily they will
automatically be advanced to the next level.



Mr. Andrew Pennington inquired about the number of customers since
implementing the OOS, the current outlook of those exiting the program
successfully, the Bureau of Central Operations (BCO) tracking the number of
customers not responding once they were taken off the OOS, the closing of the
OOS if the COLA is included in 2027, and if BCO tracks the average monetary
amount attributed to the SD or D categories. Mr. Hyde explained that the number
of customers on the OOS climbed when cases were held for 3 months. Prior to that
time, the OOS was between 800 to 1,000 customers and OVR anticipates bringing
that number down. The general waiting time was about 100 days and should begin
to stabilize or go down slightly. Customer referrals have been steady for the past
several years at about 30,000 referrals and that number is anticipated to remain
the same this year as numbers increase with students and the My Work program
beginning in the spring. BCO is not specifically tracking customer responses; there
is a protocol regarding the number of attempts to reach customers that have not
responded before their case is closed. The COLA and timely passage of the budget
will impact the OOS in 2027 due to the uncertainty of availability of funds.
Generally, the same services and average costs are provided across all categories.
Members inquired about the protocols in place to contact customers and plans to
increase the number of customers coming off the waitlist. The minimum number of
contact attempts is 2 before closing a case and the last attempt must be in
writing, providing enough time for the customer to respond in writing. In many
cases there are multiple attempts to contact customers through phone calls and
emails before a letter is mailed. 100 to 150 customers coming off the waitlist per
month is ideal based upon the current humber of vacancies, hiring, providing
overtime caseloads, new referrals, and managing existing and waitlisted
customers. Overall staffing needs are greater in the southeast corner of the state
and other areas such as York County. Currently OVR has between 830 to 850
positions filled with another 100 openings before a full complement is reached.
Ms. Joan Myers Goodman provided the suggestion of informing customers of what
contact information OVR has on file when sending a written letter in case that
needs to be corrected by the customer.

OVR REPORTS
Quarterly Update on the Combined State Plan - Jim Whitonis, VR Specialist

Mr. Jim Whitonis, OVR, provided an updated timeline for the finalization of the
State Plan in collaboration with RSA and Workforce Development. A 30-day Public
Comment period is anticipated to begin in March 2026. PaRC composition and
other minor changes will be made as needed for Description (a). OVR is awaiting
the statistical adjusted model numbers from RSA regarding performance indicators



included in Description (c). Corrections and adjustments were made for the
projected personnel regarding Description (I).

Update on collaboration with the State Board of Vocational Rehabilitation -
Fred Wright, OVR Board member

Mr. Fred Wright thanked PaRC members for signing on to the letter regarding
increased funding of attendant care workers and direct service workers. This has
been one of the main focus areas of the State Board of VR, to bring attention on
an ongoing basis to improve workers’ standard of living, recruitment, education,
and training. The State Board looks forward to continuing to work with the Council
on these issues where there is common ground and providing education regarding
legislative collaboration including ensuring the Commonwealth’s CareerLinks
remain fully accessible. Ms. Michelle Mitchell agreed that this is also a focus of the
PaRC and provides another great opportunity to collaborate with the Board to
move forward efforts to help all Pennsylvanians attain competitive integrated
employment.

CENTERS FOR INDPEPENDENT LIVING: Lehigh Valley Center for Independent
Living (LVCIL), Seth Hoderewski, Executive Director

Mr. Seth Hoderewski, Executive Director of Lehigh Valley Center for Independent
Living (LVCIL) and Bucks County Center for Independent Living, provided a
presentation on the Centers for Independent Living. Information was shared
regarding the CILs core services which include Information and Referral Services,
Independent Living Skills Training, Individual and Systems Advocacy, Peer Support
and Mentoring, and Transition Services. Additional information was provided
regarding CIL funding, grants, collaborations, employment services, CILs located
in other regions of the Commonwealth, and the many CIL partnerships with
colleges, communities, and other groups.

Ms. Susan Tomasic provided information about where to learn more about the
CILs located around the Commonwealth on the Statewide Independent Living
Council (SILC) website. https://pasilc.org/

Mr. Hoderewski and PaRC members shared information about the impacts the
state and federal budget impasses had on the CILs along with clarifications
regarding their state and federal funding.

STAKEHOLDER REPORTS
Department of Education: Timothy Krushinski, Bureau of Special Education,
Policy Advisor
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e Ms. Carol Good, Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Network
(PaTTAN), provided information about the Bureau of Special Education’s (BSE)
Attract, Prepare, and Retain efforts, evaluations, Special Education teachers, the
emergency permit, certification processes, and vacancy data. An overview was
shared regarding multiple programs and partnerships currently being provided
including American Sign Language education, interpreter training programs,
adapted physical education, the high school tool kits, Orientation and Mobility
Specialists, educational interpreter programs, braille transcribers programs, and
braille transcription certifications.

e Mr. Timothy Krushinski, BSE, provided updates regarding the budgets for teacher
professional development programs, teacher stipends, and career technical
education. A question was provided regarding early intervention for infants and
toddlers located in Bucks County. Mr. Krushinski provided contact information for
early intervention leadership in that area and offered to provide additional follow-
up. Another question was provided regarding concerns that students are not
receiving appropriate instruction and that adults are graduating without the ability
to read. Mr. Krushinski explained that BSE focuses on students who have
disabilities and Individualized Education Programs (IEPs). Every school has
regulations that must be followed including Child Find, mandating all school
districts to actively identify, locate, and evaluate all children that may require
services. This is accomplished through several processes including universal
screening and DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) providing
indicators of literacy skills for every student from kindergarten through fifth grade.
Literacy includes five key areas that focus on phonics, vocabulary, comprehension,
awareness, and fluency which are encompassed in the screening process including
areas of basic math. Mr. Krushinski explained that BSE does everything they can
to provide these basic screenings to identify areas where students require the
most support.

e Ms. Lynn Heitz shared concerns that children who are blind only receive braille
instruction 2 hours a week within the public school system. Daily education to read
and write is needed for blind children to compete with their sighted peers. Ms.
Heitz explained that she understands there is a lack of competency in braille
certification as there are only 3 questions for the Teacher of Students with Visual
Impairments (TVI) certification and a potential teacher can miss all 3 questions
and still become certified. Mr. Krushinski explained that there is a sensory advisory
committee set up across the state and that they are looking into all the concerns
that were shared. PaRC personnel will ensure that Ms. Heitz is provided with
contact information to follow up with Mr. Krushinski.



Client Assistance Program: Andrew Pennington, Co-Director

e Mr. Andrew Pennington, Client Assistance Program (CAP), reported that CAP was
included in the federal funding discussed earlier during Mr. Hyde’s report. CAP has
seen a heightened level of appeal and will be providing a series of
recommendations to the District Offices regarding the appeals process. CAP is in
consultation with OVR regarding the vehicle modification policy. CAP will be
attending the Hearing Loss Expo and Disability and Special Care Expo scheduled
for April 2026.

Office of Deaf and Hard of Hearing (ODHH): Melissa Hawkins, Director

e Ms. Melissa Hawkins, ODHH, provided information about presentations and
workshops planned for the Hearing Loss Expo scheduled for March 10 and 11,
2026. The event will be fully accessible.

Statewide Independent Living Council: Susan Tomasic, SILC Board Chair

e Ms. Susan Tomasic, SILC, provided information about the SILC quarterly meeting
scheduled for February 12, 2026. SILC and federally funded CILs were notified
that as of December 2025 all funding will be received for the remainder of the
current fiscal year, ending September 30, 2026. An Independent Living Conference
is being planned for September 2026. Forums for their State Plan will be held in
Fall 2026.

State Workforce Development Board: James Martini, Executive Director

e Mr. James Martini, State Workforce Development Board, provided information for
their upcoming quarterly meeting scheduled for February 27, 2026. The meeting
will include a proposal regarding Workforce and Pell. The Combined State Plan will
be moving into Public Comment, which was delayed due to the Federal
Government shutdown.

PaRC COMMITTEE REPORTS
Action / Social Media Committee: Joan Myers Goodman, Chair

e Ms. Joan Myers Goodman provided information about the Social Media Committee
recommendation regarding a link-in-bio tool and the outline developed for PaRC’s
video project. The next committee meeting is scheduled for March 4, 2026.



MOTION was made by Ms. Passle Helminski for approval of adding a link-in-bio
tool for PaRC’s Instagram account. Mr. Andrew Pennington seconded the
motion. All were in favor.

MOTION was made by Ms. Christie Cyktor to move forward with the PaRC video
project. Ms. Julia Barol seconded the motion. All were in favor.

CareerLink Committee: Julia Barol, Vice Chair

e Ms. Julia Barol reported that the next committee meeting is scheduled for
February 23, 2026.

Governance Committee: Susan Tomasic, Chair

e Ms. Susan Tomasic provided information regarding the committee’s
recommendation for PaARC membership applicant to represent the category of
Young Adult. Information was also provided to recommend 2 members’
reappointments. It was announced that Ms. Kait Gillis has elected not to seek a
second term for the Council and the committee will be looking for a replacement
for her category of representation of the State Workforce Development Board.

MOTION was made by Ms. Joan Myers Goodman for approval to submit Mr.
Logan Iman’s application to the Governor for consideration of appointment to
the PaRC, representing the category of Young Adult. Ms. Passle Helminski
seconded the motion. All were in favor.

MOTION was made by Mr. Andrew Pennington for approval to submit Ms.
Christie Cyktor’s information to the Governor for consideration of re-
appointment to the PaRC, representing the category of Former Current
Customer. Ms. Passle Helminski seconded the motion. All were in favor.

MOTION was made by Ms. Christie Cyktor for approval to submit Ms. Twana
Jones’ information to the Governor for consideration of re-appointment to the
PaRC, representing the category of Business, Labor, and Industry. Ms. Passle
Helminski seconded the motion. All were in favor.

Legislative Committee: Christie Cyktor, Chair

e Ms. Christie Cyktor provided information about 2 PaRC letters of support regarding
a recent congressional letter calling on the U.S. Department of Labor to reverse



policy changes that threaten the employment rights of people with disabilities. The
committee is polling to hold virtual meetings with State Legislators and/or their
staff for April 2026. Members will be meeting with Federal Legislators while
attending the National Coalition of State Rehabilitation Councils (NCSRC)
Conference in Washington DC in April 2026. The next committee meeting is
scheduled for February 23, 2026.

Policy Committee: Lynn Heitz, Chair

e Ms. Lynn Heitz reported that the next Policy Committee meeting is scheduled for
February 18, 2026.

Transition Committee: Julia Barol, Chair

e Ms. Julia Barol reported that the next Transition Committee meeting is scheduled
for March 3, 2026.

Ad Hoc Committee - Business Enterprise Program (BEP): Joan Myers
Goodman/Lynn Heitz
Discussion on questions submitted by PaRC regarding BEP Vendors

e Ms. Joan Myers Goodman reported that the next BEP Ad Hoc Committee meeting
is scheduled for March 13, 2026.

Ad Hoc Committee - Citizen Advisory Committees (CAC’s): Andrew Pennington

e The PaRC’s CAC Ad Hoc Committee held its initial meeting in January 2026 to
discuss its goals and objectives. The committee is scheduled to meet again on
February 17, 2026.

Ad Hoc Committee - Impartial Hearing Officer & Mediator: Andrew Pennington
Discussion/update on the bidding process/PaRC’s responsibilities — Office of
Chief Counsel/OVR

e Mr. Chris Harbert, OVR, explained that they have had communication with their
procurement team regarding the Statement of Work of bidders and vendors along
with the overall procurement process. Mr. Andrew Pennington explained that the
PaRC’s objective with this committee was not regarding procurement but PaRC’s
role in the process for OVR Impartial Hearing Officers (IHOs) and Mediators. The
committee has requested that the agreements regarding PaRC'’s role be provided



in writing. Mr. Ryan Hyde explained that Office of Chief Counsel will follow up
regarding the committee’s request. Members requested that PaRC personnel share
a summary of the committee’s work and agreements for the process with Full
Council.

PUBLIC COMMENT

e Mr. Brian D’Amico, Reading CAC, inquired if there was a point person to request a
presentation from the Hiram G Andrews Center (HGAC) to the Reading CAC. Mr.
Harbert, OVR, agreed to follow up with information regarding the HGAC leadership
team. Mr. D’Amico requested making audio recordings of the PaRC meetings
available to be listened to later. Ms. Michelle Mitchell explained that they will put
this request on the committee’s docket for discussion.

e Ms. Mitchell provided members with a reminder that PaRC will be voting on new
leadership representation during the May 6, 2026, Full Council meeting. More
information will be provided to members by PaRC’s Governance Committee in April
2026.

ADJOURN

MOTION was made by Mr. Rob Wallington to adjourn. Ms. Passle Helminski
seconded the motion. The meeting was adjourned.
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