State Rehabilitation Council Meeting
Madison Complex, 1281 Hwy 51 North Madison, MS 39110
In Person and Teams Video Virtual Meeting
October 3rd, 2025, 10:00 am

[bookmark: _Hlk186723636]SRC Members In-person:  Don Brown, SRC Chairman, Deputy Executive Director, River Ridge Behavior Health; Pshon Barrett, Client Assistance Program representative; Mike Duke, Chairman of the State Independent Living Council; Kenneth Hudson, OVRB Counselor; Rebecca Treadway. The Arc NWMS; Janice Barry, MDRS AbilityWorks, Southern Regional Manager;
SRC Members Virtual: Rachel Mills, J. Allen Group Toyota; Pablo Diaz, SWIB; Pat Fontaine, Mississippi Hospitality & Restaurant Association; Mary Meruvia, Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians; Beth Robertson, USM IDS; Leslie Junkin, Project Director MS Parent Training and Information Center;
MDRS Staff Members Present in Person: Billy Taylor, Executive Director; Samandra Murphy, MDRS Chief of Staff; Dr. Jennifer Jackson, OVR Director; Dorothy Young, OVRB Director; Kellie Rushing, Program Integrity Director; Andy Salin, Finance Director; Leigh Cone, OVR Program Coordinator; 
Virtual MDRS Staff Members on Microsoft Teams: Chasity Cornelius; Anna Tucker; Caroline Wilborn; Jennifer Gray; Delinda Armstrong; 
Virtual Public Attendees on Microsoft Teams: None
SRC Members Not Present: Sharon Coon; Dr. Charles Perkins, DMD; Dorothy Pope; Amanda Richmond, Johnson Toyota;  Roger Bullock, Executive Director of LIFE of Mississippi; Shanda Nash, OVR Supported Employment, Edwin Butler; 
In Person Public Attendee: None.
· Welcome and Call to Order							      Don Brown
· Introductions & Announcements
· Mr. Brown called the meeting to order and welcomed everyone to the 3rd quarterly meeting of the State Rehabilitation Council in 2025. 
· Attendees received a hard copy of all materials covered during the meeting. Virtual attendees received the materials via email.  
· A quorum was not present so any actions requiring a vote were tabled.
· Mr. Brown shared a personal health update, mentioning his rare heart condition and the subsequent surgery that improved his health.  He expressed gratitude for the support received during his health difficulties and mentioned the emotional impact of the experience.
· Meetings are recorded.  

· Public Comments – There were no public comments. 

· Approval of Minutes                                                                                                    
A motion to table the approval of the minutes was made by Pshon Barrett and seconded by Pablo Diaz as there was no quorum present. The motion carried unanimously.

· MDRS Executive Director Comments 	                                                                       Billy Taylor
Billy Taylor provided a comprehensive update on agency-wide fiscal management efforts, program adjustments, and forward-looking initiatives within the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation (OVR) Program. 

Financial Overview and Award Management
· MDRS has made significant progress addressing budget challenges associated with the FY2025 award. Earlier this year, projections indicated potential overspending, but through multiple corrective policy actions and a few favorable developments, the agency is now on track to close out the award within its fiscal limits.
· Mr. Taylor noted that the process involved pulling every available “policy lever,” each of which was delicate due to the potential impact on clients.
· In addition to policy changes, MDRS benefited from several positive financial developments:
· The agency received a Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA) that had been uncertain under the new administration.
· MDRS successfully applied for reallotment funds, securing approximately $4 million in additional resources from unused funds returned by other states, after assembling the required state match.
· These combined actions allowed MDRS to stabilize the FY2025 award and establish sustainable fiscal practices going forward. Mr. Taylor stated that, “we pulled every lever we could, and had a few strokes of luck along the way,” ensuring the agency would “make it through this award.”

Policy and Program Adjustments
· Financial Needs Analysis (FNA): Reimplemented statewide to ensure equitable and responsible funding decisions. The FNA applied to new and amended Individualized Plans for Employment (IPEs).
· Post-secondary Education:
· Eliminated payment for summer school to reduce costs.
· Continued support for fall and spring semesters within FNA guidelines.
· Partnered with universities and community colleges to split semester payments across the 2025 and 2026 awards, aligning expenditures with federal fiscal periods.

Housing Policy
· Shifted from paying for off-campus apartments, utilities, and travel primarily funding on-campus housing and meal plans.
· Exceptions are made only when a client’s disability requires accommodations unavailable and lack of housing accommodations on campus.

Cost Containment: 
· Negotiated improved billing alignment with postsecondary institutions to ease fiscal pressures and prevent overspending.

Public and Administrative Process
· Mr. Taylor highlighted the extensive administrative and procedural work required for these policy changes, involving RSA, the Secretary of State’s Office, and compliance with the Administrative Procedures Act.
· The changes generated significant public feedback, which MDRS addressed through open communication and clarifications. Staff members, including Sean and Jennifer, managed numerous public inquiries and concerns with professionalism and care.

RSA Monitoring Visit
· RSA conducted an on-site monitoring visit approximately three weeks prior to the meeting. It was their first in 15–16 years.
· The visit involved 6–7 RSA staff, including both programmatic and fiscal representatives, who reviewed case files and financial practices over a three-day period.
· Mr. Taylor stated that the visit was largely routine and constructive, though RSA expressed concern about policy changes applied to existing clients.
· MDRS explained that such changes were necessary due to fiscal constraints, and while RSA may issue findings recommending future-only application of such policies, MDRS now has sufficient “guardrails” in place to prevent recurrence.
· Mr. Taylor noted that the visit’s timing was beneficial, allowing MDRS to receive feedback and recommendations that will strengthen compliance and operations moving forward.

Training and Eligibility Standards
· MDRS has implemented statewide training to reinforce proper application of OVR eligibility requirements.
· Staff were reminded that a medical diagnosis alone does not guarantee eligibility and that there must be a documented substantial impediment to employment supported by evidence of functional limitations.
· The training emphasized consistency and regulatory compliance across all districts.

AbilityWorks System Review and Modernization
· Mr. Taylor discussed ongoing evaluation of the AbilityWorks program, which operates 15 rehabilitation centers across the state. Many of these centers are housed in aging county-owned buildings and face declining participation and funding.
· Over the past 10–15 years, both client participation and program revenue have steadily decreased, making the current model unsustainable.
· MDRS hired consultant Greg Snead, a former Georgia OVR Director and nationally recognized expert, to assess the AbilityWorks system and recommend improvements.
· Snead’s team has visited all 15 sites, reviewed financials, and is finalizing a report to be shared at an upcoming SRC meeting.
· Mr. Taylor emphasized that the goal is to modernize AbilityWorks to reflect current labor market demands and technological advancements, shifting from outdated light-manufacturing models toward innovative, workforce-relevant services that better support OVR clients.
· He added that with fiscal stability restored, MDRS is ready to move from a “defensive” posture to a more proactive and forward-thinking approach that positions AbilityWorks for long-term sustainability.

Financial Goals for AbilityWorks
· Mr. Taylor explained the objective of achieving a net zero system, meaning the AbilityWorks program would cover its operational costs without generating profit but also without running deficits.
· Currently, the system is losing approximately $1 million per year, with about $8 million remaining in the account—enough to maintain operations for roughly 7–8 years at the current rate.
· The aim is to ensure the system is sustainable, in the black, and resilient enough to handle unexpected challenges and “storms”.
· Mr. Taylor compared AbilityWorks to similar programs in other states, noting that training in external business environments is common, but Mississippi’s centers also provide valuable insight into client readiness for workforce participation.

Federal Shutdown Considerations
· Mr. Taylor addressed potential impacts of a federal government shutdown on OVR operations.
· MDRS confirmed that staff continue to operate as essential personnel and are monitoring guidance from RSA regarding expenditures and reimbursements.
· Current arrangements allow MDRS to maintain operations using state funds temporarily, but extended shutdowns could require fiscal adjustments or discussions about deficit coverage.
· Mr. Taylor assured the SRC that the agency is closely monitoring the situation to mitigate any disruptions to services.

Report Timing
· Mr. Taylor stated that the final AbilityWorks consultant report is expected around November, prior to the SRC meeting scheduled for December 12th.
· While questions may arise before the report’s release, the SRC will receive full details and guidance once the report is finalized and shared.

Conclusion
Billy Taylor expressed appreciation to the SRC and agency staff for their collaboration and support through a challenging fiscal year. He emphasized that MDRS is projected to close out the FY2025 award within its fiscal limits and that, with the new policies and controls in place, the agency is positioned for continued stability and improved service delivery in the years ahead. The new policy framework promotes fiscal responsibility and ensures that services are directed to individuals with the greatest need. MDRS has also enhanced internal controls (“guardrails”) and oversight mechanisms to prevent future overspending, while maintaining a continued focus on staff training, program efficiency, and transparency with both the public and the SRC. He concluded that the agency is now “on stable ground with solid policies to guide the future.”

Comments by Don Brown
Don Brown expressed appreciation to MDRS leadership and staff for their dedication in addressing the agency’s recent fiscal and policy challenges. He acknowledged the hardship involved in implementing difficult decisions and managing public reactions. Using an analogy, he compared the agency’s situation to “a wagon going downhill with a wobbly wheel,” noting that MDRS acted just in time to stabilize the situation and prevent the “wheel from coming off.” 

Brown commended the agency for its steady leadership, balancing compassion and sound judgment during a difficult period. He thanked staff for their perseverance and commitment to maintaining fiscal stability and service integrity.

V.   SRC Function Action Items							      Don Brown   
· Other SRC Functions Consistent with the Purpose of OVR/OVRB  

· Certificate Presentation New Members: 			              	     
Mr. Brown presented certificates signed by Governor Tate Reeves to Beth Robertson and Rachel Mills.  He thanked both of them for their willingness to participate int the Council.

· Vice Chairperson Discussion: 				  	                                
The discussion on the Vice Chair position is initiated, with a recommendation from the nominating committee for Pshon Barrett to be the Vice Chair.  The recommendation is accepted, and a vote will be taken at the next meeting to officially appoint Ms. Barrett as the Vice Chair.

· Inactive Members and Nomination Discussion				      
Chairman Don Brown opened discussion on inactive SRC members, recognizing Leigh Cone for her detailed review of attendance records and compliance matters. He emphasized the importance of accountability and thanked her for her diligence in ensuring the Council’s adherence to standards. The group discussed the bylaw provision regarding removal of members after three consecutive unexcused absences. Don noted the need to follow proper procedures and engage the Executive Committee before recommending replacements to the appointing authorities, such as the Governor or Lieutenant Governor.

Leigh Cone reported that several members had not attended meetings in nearly a year despite outreach attempts. She noted that of the six positions under business, industry, and labor, only two remain active. Mary Meruvia reminded the Council that these are required SRC positions and must be filled to maintain compliance. Leigh shared that Josh Bowers, a former member, expressed interest in returning after his current commitments end, which would allow him to serve again for two full terms beginning in June of 2026.

Pablo Diaz questioned the designation of members by category, asking whether he now serves as a Workforce Development Board representative rather than a business representative. He suggested creating a membership matrix identifying appointees, appointing authorities, and representation categories. Ms. Meruvia and Ms. Cone confirmed that such a spreadsheet exists and will be re-shared with members to clarify roles and vacancies.

Ms. Meruvia also cited a reminder from the RSA (Rehabilitation Services Administration) that incomplete SRC membership can delay or jeopardize state plan approval and funding, urging the Council to avoid removing inactive members before replacements are identified. She and Don agreed that the SRC should issue annual statewide nomination announcements to solicit interest and maintain a list of qualified candidates for future vacancies.

Dorothy Young and Leslie Junkin suggested coordinating the nomination announcement with the SRC Annual Report distribution and posting it on the website. Don supported this idea and encouraged direct outreach to partner agencies and businesses beyond just online posting.

Potential nominees discussed included Christy Flowers (Teleflex), Ronnie Brown (education), and Dwight Owens, a motivational speaker and business owner who could serve under the business category. Pat Fontaine, chair of the Nominations Committee, agreed to work with Leigh and others to distribute vacancy information, gather nominations, and ensure compliance with the requirement that a majority of members be individuals with disabilities.

The discussion concluded with Don Brown reaffirming that no positions would be declared vacant until replacements were secured. 

· Nomination Committee							    Pat Fontaine
Pat Fontaine stated there were no additional updates from the Nominations Committee but would await the updated vacancy list to proceed with recommendations. 

· Budget Committee Report                                 	                                             Rebecca Treadway 
[bookmark: _Hlk155187133]Rebecca Treadway provided a detailed update on the current SRC budget received from April Sanderson, explaining key spending categories and available balances as of July 1st. She stated that nothing has been spent for the current year. She asked for clarification on what the first and second allotment meant.  

In response to Rebecca Treadway’s question regarding the first and second allotments of funds, Andy Salin explained that MDRS receives its federal funding in two allotments each fiscal year. The first allotment provides the majority of available funds, while the second allotment, typically distributed later in the year, supplements program needs based on spending patterns and available federal resources.

Mr. Salin clarified that both allotments must be fully utilized within the same fiscal year, and any unspent funds are redirected to support Section 110 grant activities to ensure compliance with federal spending requirements. He emphasized that these funds cannot be carried over into the next fiscal year, underscoring the importance of efficient planning and spending throughout the award cycle. He stated that normally anyone requesting budget information would verify the numbers with him before sharing them with others.  Ms. Treadwell stated that she will contact him a month prior to the SRC meetings to ensure that she had the most accurate numbers for the SRC budget discussion prior to any meetings.  
Rebecca Treadway reported significant underutilization across all SRC budget categories, with a total of $24,981 in unused funds from the $52,114 total budget.

· Travel: $540 remaining from $4,114 budgeted; $3,574 was spent on MDRS employee travel.
· Contractual Services: $14,043 remaining from $20,000 budgeted; $5,957 was spent on SRC council member travel and conference participation.
· Commodities: $1,535 remaining from $3,000 budgeted; $1,465 was spent on food and materials.
· SL&G Satisfaction Surveys: $8,863 remaining from $25,000 budgeted; $16,137 was spent on consumer satisfaction surveys.  This number was lower than it was in the previous year.

Pshon Barrett asked what happens to the unused funds and Mr. Salin noted that unused funds were redirected to support Section 110 grant activities rather than being carried over to the next fiscal year.

Pshon Barrett stated there are enough funds available to send someone from the Council to the upcoming SRC national conference and that attending the conference was very valuable to the SRC. Rebecca Treadway agreed and Don Brown stated that we should be utilizing the funds to send members to the national conferences and they will be looking at sending more members in the future.  Ms. Barrett highlighted that under Mr. Brown’s capable leadership, the SRC will have opportunities to utilize available funding effectively. She noted that there are many initiatives and activities the council could pursue that haven’t been implemented in the past, implying Mr. Brown’s leadership would help unlock those opportunities.  Mr. Brown responded by emphasizing collaboration, encouraging suggestions from the members to move initiatives forward. He referenced prior communications highlighting the importance and benefits of using available funds. His message focused on being proactive in utilizing funds while they are available. Mr. Salin stated the funds should be available.  Mr. Brown stated the budget report was accepted. 

· Bylaws Committee                                                                                                Pablo Diaz 
Pablo Diaz presented recommended revisions to the bylaws for board consideration, noting that while additional enhancements may be needed, the current proposals address the most urgent updates. The recommendations, previously emailed to members, include:

· Meeting Procedures: Clarify that meetings may be held in person, via video, or teleconference, ensuring remote participation is officially recognized.
· Special Meetings: Specify that special meetings may be called by the chairperson and conducted in person, by video, or via teleconference.
· Minutes: Ensure that minutes from meetings held via video or teleconference comply with public meeting statutes (Section 25-41-55).
· Quorum: Confirm that a quorum may include members at different locations using video or teleconference, provided equipment allows all members and the public to hear deliberations.
· Voting: Clarify that votes conducted through video or teleconference must be clearly audible or visible to all members and the public.

Pshon Barrett noted that the bylaws currently do not fully address the role of the vice chair and do not mention standing and executive committees. She suggested that these elements should be added in future revisions to ensure alignment with current board operations.

Don Brown stated he did not see where the bylaws mentioned how the vice-chair was elected but that only the duties would shift to the vice-chair in the absence of the chairperson. Ms. Barrett and Mr. Brown both agreed that the bylaws are a work in progress and they would continue to work on improving them. 

Mary Meruvia provided feedback on the new draft of the bylaws, noting several points for consideration. She stated the draft references “OVR” but does not mention “OVRB,” which may be an intentional agency choice but said the board should decide whether to include OVRB in the language. She emphasized the importance of having a staff member well-versed in the law and regulations to review the bylaws to ensure consistency and compliance.

Ms. Meruvia also raised concerns about certain terminology, such as the use of the word “oversight,” which does not appear in the Rehabilitation Act and may exceed the scope of the SRC’s legally defined functions. Overall, she recommended further review to ensure all language aligns with legal and regulatory requirements, while expressing appreciation for the committee’s work on this complex task.  Don Brown echoed concerns about the word “oversight,” noting that it could be misinterpreted. He suggested considering alternative language to accurately reflect the SRC’s role.  Dorothy Young emphasized that, according to the State RSA, the State Rehabilitation Council collaborates with the OVR agency rather than exercising formal oversight.

Diaz indicated that if a quorum is not present, these recommendations could be brought to the next meeting for a vote.

· [bookmark: _Hlk155188151]SRC Orientation Committee Discussion                               	             	    Pat Fontaine 
Ed Butler was not in attendance.  Pat Fontaine stated that there was nothing new to report. 

· Consumer Satisfaction Survey Committee                                                       Leslie Junkin  
In response to an earlier inquiry from Ms. Junkin, Mr. Brown asked for clarification on the origins of the Consumer Satisfaction Survey Committee, noting that the current bylaws do not reference standing committees.

Mary Meruvia clarified that the committee was created as an ad hoc working group to ensure that consumer satisfaction survey questions were inclusive and accessible to all groups served by the agency. It was not established as a standing committee, and such ad hoc committees typically dissolve once their tasks are completed.

Mr. Brown thanked Ms. Junkin for her contributions and noted that the committee’s work has been helpful. He recommended allowing the committee to remain inactive for now, removing it as a standing agenda item, and revisiting it only if needed in the future.

· Statewide Independent Living Council (SILC) Report 	                          	       Mike Duke
Mr. Duke reported that the Statewide Independent Living Council met on September 4th but was unable to achieve a quorum due to a member being called away for a hospice-related emergency. He also noted ongoing challenges with scheduling required training, which had been delayed due to a federal shutdown affecting the ACLU(American Civil Liberties Union). Training will be rescheduled once guidance from Washington is provided, with the hope that it occurs soon.  The council’s next meeting is scheduled for December 4th. 

· [bookmark: _Hlk203558996]Consumer Satisfaction Survey                                                               Dr. Jennifer Jackson
Dr. Jennifer Jackson gave a summary covering the blind and non-blind consumers for the 3rd quarter (April 2025 - June 2025).  The results from the non-blind consumers have been summarized. The data for each of the 10 districts is presented, along with feedback on the positive and negative services received by clients. 

For the blind population, 35 of 37 consumers were contacted and interviewed. In the non-blind population, 218 of 221 individuals were contacted and completed the interview. In total, 253 consumers participated in the survey. Approximately 20% of our consumers from each of the 10 OVR districts were randomly selected. Each consumer was asked seven closed-ended questions and was asked to rate their responses on a scale from 1.0 to 5.0, with 5.0 being the highest rating.

Q1) Rate your experience at the time you applied for OVR services:  
· Out of 218 consumers, the rating received was 4.66. 
Q2) How was your experience with the help from the OVR staff during the planning of your services?  
· Out of 218 consumers, we had a 4.69 rating.  
Q3) How was your experience with the help from the OVR staff while you were receiving services?  
· Out of 218 consumers, we had a 4.67 rating. 
Q4) When asked to rate the help you received from other agencies or service providers:
· The average resulted in a rating of 4.0.  
Q5) Overall how do you rate the services you receive?
· The average resulted in a rating of 4.67.
Q6) Inquired about employment benefits provided by a new employer. 
· o	The average resulted in a rating of 4.4.
Q7) Employment outcome at case closure.  
· 79.4% of the non-blind consumers gained successful employment. 
· 174 non-blind consumers
· 20.6% of the non-blind consumers reported they did not gain competitive integrated employment at the time of their case being closed. 
· 45 non-blind consumers
· 100% of the blind consumers achieved successful employment outcome.
· Positive comments to open-ended questions: 
· Consistent praise for staff across multiple districts (1, 4, 6, 7, 9, and 10), particularly for assistance with hearing aids, tuition/college support, mobility aids, job readiness, and regular follow-up.
· Blind consumers specifically commended OVR and OBRB staff for professionalism, communication, support, and technology assistance.
· Blind consumers reported high satisfaction, with perfect employment closure rates and overall service ratings averaging 4.94.
· 
Overall satisfaction among non-blind and blind consumers was strong, consistently around 4.5 in most categories.
· Negative comments to open-ended questions: 
· Some consumers reported slow or lengthy application and service processes, appointment delays, staff turnover, inconsistent counselor support, and lack of follow-up.
· Several non-blind consumers noted a need for improved job placement services.
· On the OVRB side, one consumer initially experienced difficulty connecting to services, which improved after contact.
· Repeated concerns centered on delays, staff turnover, and inconsistent job support for non-blind consumers.

Overall, most experiences were positive, but some operational challenges remain.

Don Brown opened the meeting to questions and emphasized that the ratings were based on a five-point scale, clarifying that the results reflected “good ratings.”

Pshon Barrett asked whether the survey data is broken down by disability, specifically distinguishing between blind and non-blind consumers within districts. She noted that there are significant differences in the level of support needed for someone who is totally blind versus someone who is already working and suggested that this distinction be addressed in the report. Dorothy Young stated that would be addressed further in the meeting in her report. 

· Program Evaluation Survey                                                                    		Kellie Rushing
Kellie Rushing presented the Consumer Satisfaction Survey report. The Program Integrity Unit surveyed MDRS consumers from OVR Districts 9 and 10, which include the areas from Laurel and Hattiesburg to Gulfport and Gautier. Attempts were first made to contact all consumers with an open and active case by telephone, and follow-up email surveys were used when phone contact was unsuccessful. Kellie noted that all ratings are based on a 4.0 scale.
· D9 - Program Integrity was able to reach 196 consumers of the 519 active consumers and 75 of those were in employed status. 197 surveys were emailed with 16 responses with an 8% response rate. They would love to see a better response rate, but it’s better than zero.
· D10 - Staff were able to reach 143 consumers out of 507 active consumers in D10 and 34 of those were employed. They emailed 79 surveys and 5 came back. 
· The service section composite average indicated an overall satisfaction of 3.10 in D9 and 3.06 in D10.
· The summary of findings regarding the employment section, the overall composite weighted averages were 3.12 in D9 and 4.00 in D10.

[bookmark: _Hlk193382957]Recommendations and Comments for D9: Consumers were largely satisfied with MDRS services and counselor professionalism, expressing gratitude for the agency’s support. However, concerns were raised about staff turnover and reduced counselor availability during transitions. She recommended developing a formal plan to manage service continuity and improve communication during periods of turnover to maintain consumer trust and service quality.
Recommendations and Comments for D10: Consumers expressed confusion about recent policy changes and had several unanswered questions. She suggested that counselors provide clearer communication and guidance on policies and procedures to strengthen relationships between the agency and consumers.
Ms. Rushing provided an update on the new survey process. She shared screenshots of the updated consumer survey, noting the use of emojis, such as smiley faces, to make the survey more user-friendly and quicker to complete, with the goal of increasing response rates. She clarified that the survey questions have not changed but encouraged members to share any feedback or suggestions for simplification or future revisions.
Ms. Rushing also expressed optimism about continued improvement in email response rates and reminded the group that auditors review the case management system to assess service delivery and eligibility documentation. She stated that survey data is now being shared with the training department to address district-specific needs and improve consistency across regions. Additionally, she emphasized that when consumers request follow-up, those concerns are promptly referred to the appropriate manager or program director for timely resolution.
· Client Assistance Report                                                                                Pshon Barrett
Pshon Barrett reported that in August, the CAP office experienced a sharp increase in calls from students and parents seeking clarification about the new Financial Needs Analysis policy changes. Many callers were concerned about receiving notifications of ineligibility without sufficient explanation from counselors. She also discussed ongoing confusion regarding the college housing policy, which requires students to live on campus. Ms. Barrett noted that many universities no longer have sufficient on-campus housing, especially for freshman, and that this issue was frequently mentioned during the August 1 public hearing.

Dr. Jennifer Jackson explained that MDRS may approve off-campus housing when students provide documentation showing that on-campus housing is unavailable or inaccessible, including cases involving disability-related needs or a lack of accessible dorms. She noted that staff training is ongoing to ensure counselors apply these policies consistently. She emphasized that students should work with their managers to follow the proper approval process.

In conclusion, Ms. Barrett acknowledged that many of the recent policy changes feel significant or even drastic to consumers and families. She emphasized the need for improved communication to help clients understand the policies and their application. Ms. Barrett noted that she has spent considerable time explaining these changes and that MDRS will continue focusing on counselor training, client communication, and transition-related issues. She concluded that once these matters stabilize, particularly as students settle into college housing and financial aid processes, she hopes she is able to shift attention to other emerging client issues.

Don Brown recognized the challenges involved in adjusting to the new policies and acknowledged the high volume of inquiries CAP has received. He stated that while the changes require adaptation, they reflect the agency’s effort to live within its fiscal means and plan responsibly for the future.

· Due Process Hearings	                                                                     Dr. Jennifer Jackson
There was one due process hearing last quarter. It was held on September 23, 2025.  It was related to post-secondary education and a consumer’s refusal to provide required financial documentation for a financial needs analysis. The student argued for independent status, but their parents’ income was included on the FAFSA. After repeated requests, the documentation was not provided. Per MDRS policy, refusal to submit required documentation results in an assumption of 100% financial participation for covered services. The individual appealed this decision without CAP assistance. The hearing was conducted by Hearing Officer Lydia Morales on September 23, and we are still awaiting a decision. The hearing officers have 30 days to make a written decision. Dr. Jackson noted that even if the family’s income had been considered, eligibility for additional financial support would not have changed.

· Review, Analyze & Advise MDRS
· OVRB Program Report                                                                                   Dorothy Young 
Ms. Young presented several important program updates and staffing announcements. She stated had some good updates and some advisory updates that she wanted to bring to the SRC’s attention and get some options regarding some developments that are happening in the OVRB program. 

· EMERGE Center  
She began by reporting on developments at the Community Rehabilitation Program (CRP) and the coastal training center. Two new employees have recently joined the staff. The first is Brian Dulude, who began as the new Center Director on October 1. Mr. Dulude comes from Arizona with extensive experience in rehabilitation and blindness services. He holds a doctorate in Rehabilitation Counseling, is a Certified Orientation and Mobility Instructor, and is also CRC certified. His previous positions include serving as Director of the Arizona’s older blind program, working with Blind Inc. in Minnesota, and serving in Utah’s blind services program. Hopefully, he will be in attendance for the next SRC meeting virtually. The second new hire is Chelsea Von Gorp, a Mississippi native who has returned to the state to serve as a certified braille instructor and technology instructor for the blind. She will also lead the Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) program at the center, which is scheduled to launch within the next few months. Ms. Young expressed enthusiasm about hiring individuals who have completed rehabilitation or blindness training programs, reflecting the agency’s commitment to recruiting from within its client community.


· Addie McBride Center 
Ms. Young discussed that during the recent RSA monitoring visit, RSA noted that there was a need to improve how Pre-ETS services are tracked. Although services have been provided, documentation and reporting have been inconsistent. To address this, staff will receive formal training beginning October 9, and new tracking procedures will be implemented in both the AACE system and Time Clock tracking software. Joycelynn Horton will lead Pre-ETS at the center. Ms. Horton, a certified Nacare McDowell instructor and former teacher, is currently the only person in Mississippi qualified to deliver that curriculum for individuals who are blind.

· Casework Review, Counselor Performance, and Staffing
A recent Program Evaluation cold case review (random case review) and casework review revealed issues with delayed client communication, not returning phone calls, incomplete case files, and inconsistencies in documentation. In response, a casework training will be held on October 9th to help counselors better understand and maintain what Ms. Young referred to as “healthy cases,” meaning cases with accurate, complete, and up-to-date documentation. Staffing shortages in the southern region, particularly in Gulfport and Gautier, have led to excessive caseloads, with some counselors managing over 200 clients and some individuals waiting up to two years for services. Ms. Young reassigned several of these cases to senior counselors in the northern region to ensure clients receive timely assistance. To further address issues, a new counselor has been hired for Gulfport, and she is currently in training.

Ms. Young acknowledged discussions about counselor pay and retention, noting that while salary issues are a challenge, staff are still responsible for serving clients effectively. She emphasized accountability and transparency, adding that some employees have chosen to leave as performance expectations have increased. Despite these challenges, she praised the senior counselors who took on extra cases without complaint and recommended that letters of appreciation or formal recognition be considered for those exceeding expectations.

· Client Services and Outcomes
Ms. Young reported that the division has exceeded its employment goal for the reporting period. There was discussion about whether the agency is focusing too heavily on serving individuals who are already employed, particularly those receiving medical procedures such as corneal transplants. Ms. Young explained that such surgeries are often essential to help individuals maintain their employment and independence. She shared expenditure data showing that in FY2023 the agency spent roughly $1 million on surgeries and medical treatments, $256,000 annually on assistive technology.  In FY2024, it was close to the same, $1 million in surgeries and medical treatments and $171,000 in assistive technology.  The agency spent more than $500,000 each year on college and training programs in both those years. As of today, they have spent over $200,000 in assistive technology and over $500,000 on college and training programs. Currently, the agency serves more than 110 clients with the most significant disabilities and over 769 with significant disabilities.  

Pshon Barrett was asked to offer her advice and options on serving more with clients that are employed vs non-employed. She stated that it is more difficult to place a client that is blind or has severe low vision in a job than a non-blind client because you have to provide OMN training and technology. She said she wasn’t sure what the solution was, but she stated that OVRB should be looking into who is getting left out and making sure that  it's not the clients who are more severely impaired. 

Ms. Meruvia commended Ms. Young and the agency for adhering to federal requirements by prioritizing individuals with the most significant disabilities and assisting clients not only in obtaining but also in maintaining employment. She emphasized the importance of ensuring that all comparable benefits are fully explored during staff training, noting that counselors should be aware of and utilize all available options, such as paying insurance premiums to help clients access needed services. She also encouraged continued creativity in identifying comparable benefits to stretch agency resources further. Additionally, she suggested advocating for increased state funding, which would enable the agency to access additional federal matching funds and serve more individuals currently on the waiting list.

Ms. Young reported that over the past decade, employment outcomes have improved significantly. In 2013, the average client wage was $11.43, while by June 2025 it had risen to $19.23. The number of clients achieving measurable skill gains grew from zero in 2013 to 62 in 2025. She highlighted that counselors have placed clients into colleges, training centers, and employment opportunities, including cases that had previously been inactive for extended periods.  

Pshon Barrett asked how they accounted for the clients who were already employed. She thought it would be interesting to see how many clients OVRB has placed in employment for the very first time. Ms. Young explained how employment status is documented for clients receiving medical treatment through the agency. If a client is temporarily not working due to receiving agency-funded treatment, counselors record their status accordingly. Once treatment is completed and the individual returns to work, counselors update the file to reflect reemployment and proceed with case closure under the appropriate status. She noted that cases can be reviewed to identify which clients were already employed when entering the program versus those who obtained new employment through agency assistance. Individuals helped to secure their first job are classified under “job placement’ and ‘job ready” for reporting purposes.

· Business Enterprise Program (BEP) 
The BEP Annual Conference will be held October 10th and 11th at the Hilton on County Line Road, relocated from its previous venue in Pearl. Three major military base contracts with blind vendors have been successfully negotiated: Camp Shelby (awarded to Robert Cotton), Meridian (awarded to Eddie Turner), and Keesler Air Force Base (awarded to Floyd Austin). Mississippi continues to be recognized nationally for exceptional food service performance under the Randolph-Sheppard Program. All three vendors are fully employed right now.

Ms. Young shared serious concerns regarding a letter from the U.S. Department of Defense to Secretary Linda McMahon with the Department of Education, which proposes eliminating the Randolph-Sheppard Program on military bases. She, along with other agency representatives, had a meeting scheduled with Ms. McMahon on October 1, which was postponed due to the government shutdown. The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) Commissioner, Chris Pope, has issued a letter supporting the Randolph-Sheppard Program and seeking clarification on the Department of Defense’s claims that it is ineffective. In response to related feedback from military base representatives, blind vendors are now required to maintain a visible presence at their sites at least twice monthly to ensure visibility and accountability. Ms. Young noted that vendors must be recognized as the face of their businesses, as lack of presence could lead to questions about whether blind vendors are actively managing their contracts.

In closing, Ms. Young reiterated her commitment to transparency, accountability, and continuous improvement. She encouraged members to share recommendations, noting that staff training will continue to emphasize the use of comparable benefits, efficient resource management, and compliance with federal and state regulations. The agency will also explore opportunities to secure additional state funding to leverage greater federal support for expanded services.

· OVR Program Report	                            			   Dr. Jennifer Jackson 
Dr. Jackson provided an overview of current performance metrics and updates related to order of selection. She explained that while the agency had anticipated possible changes under order of selection, the current program goals are based on the previous year’s targets. She provided the OVR management reports. The numbers reflected are from July  through September 29th of this year.  She stated that the goals were based on OVR entering into an Order of Selection and the goals may change since they are no longer perusing Order of Selection.
· IPEs by district:  
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· They achieved an overall combined goal of 12%.  
· Combined annual goal is 4,270 IPE’s and they have already achieved 503.  

· Potentially eligible and transition students; the current open cases district totals:
· Potentially eligible – 1,725 
· Transition students – 1,992 

· Successfully rehabilitated clients total across all districts is 965 with each district having their own goals.  The total goal for all districts is 2,406 for the fiscal year and they have already surpassed the overall goal at 40%. As you can see, goals need to be increased.
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· Training and Professional Development
· Eligibility Training: OVR and OVRB have partnered with the National Technical Assistance Center on Transition: The Collaborative (NTACT:C) to conduct a comprehensive statewide eligibility training for all OOR and OVRB counselors. This initiative aimed to enhance the skills of counselors and ensure uniformity in eligibility determinations. 
· Upcoming Training Sessions:  Building on the initial training efforts, OVR and OVRB are planning an intensive training session for all counselors and managers, focusing on eligibility determination. This training is scheduled for October 29-30, 2025. Additionally, NTACT:C staff will conduct in-person, scenario-based training sessions in Mississippi. These hands-on trainings will provide the staff with practical experience, allowing them to work through real-world examples to deepen their skills and improve consistency in eligibility determinations.
· Policy and Procedure Updates
OVR/OVRB is continuing to update our new combined Policy and Procedure Manual. The remaining sections are being drafted and will require an additional public hearing before implementation. To enhance staff understanding and application of these policies, weekly policy reminders, each including a practical scenario, are being distributed to OVR staff. This initiative is designed to reinforce the correct application of policy and ensure consistent practices across the state.
· Corrective Action Plans
Following recent audits of Postsecondary Education and Training (PSED) and Physical Restoration, four districts have been placed on Corrective Action Plans (CAPs). In these districts, counselor and management access to enter eligibility and Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) dates have been suspended until comprehensive retraining is completed. Regional Managers are currently responsible for approving and entering all eligibility and plan dates to ensure compliance and accuracy.
· Federal Monitoring
The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) recently completed its review, which proceeded smoothly. Although the final report has not yet been received, it is expected that it will take several months before RSA issues a report. OVR leadership is committed to sharing the results and recommendations with the Council once they are available.

· Public Hearing Summary and Recap - August 1st, 2025 			      Don Brown
· Mr. Brown inquired about the public hearing. Dr. Jennifer Jackson stated that all the questions and comments were addressed and are in the minutes and posted on the MDRS website.  She offered to cover and address the topics but affirmed that they are all in the minutes and if anyone had any questions, she’d be happy to answer them.  Mr. Brown asked if there were any questions. Pshon Barrett asked if they had been sent out and Dr. Jackson stated that they were sent out via email and are still posted on the website. 

· SRC Liaison Website Update                                                                                Leigh Cone
Ms. Cone gave an update on the MS SRC website.  The website is live and with the council’s approval, the link to the website will be put on the front page of the MDRS website.  She was awaiting approval and a final bylaws report.  She also sent the SRC website link to the NCSCR website where all State Rehabilitation Council’s websites are registered.  This website includes key information such as the SRC’s vision and will feature tabs for agendas, minutes, and other important resources. The new website aims to improve accessibility and visibility for consumers.  Members were encouraged to review the website. They were asked to provide feedback and/or suggestions.  The link to the website: https://www.mdrs.ms.gov/src. 

VI.  Action Items			                                                                                     Don Brown 
1. Questionnaire Submission
· All SRC members were asked to submit the meeting survey via SurveyMonkey.
2. Nomination Forms for SRC membership
· Send out nomination forms statewide to gather a strong pool of applicants to fill upcoming vacancies and to replace inactive members.
· Send the forms at least twice a year.
3. Public Comment Process
· Current process involves contacting Dr. Jackson or Ms. Young through the website.
· Clarify and formalize how public comments are received.
· Need for an official request form or clearly posted procedure.
4. Guidelines for Public Comment
· Requests should be submitted two weeks in advance.
· Limit public comments to five minutes, per bylaws.
· If a speaker has more extensive information, they should submit written comments to be shared with SRC members.
5. Bylaws and Leadership
· Members will vote on the bylaws via email.
· Members should be prepared to vote for a Vice-Chairperson at the next meeting, with Pshon Barrett mentioned as a potential nominee.
VII.  Adjournment 
A motion was made to adjourn the meeting. The next quarterly meeting will be on Friday December 12th, 2025.  The meeting will be in-person and via online.  


















Appendix A — Meeting Questionnaire Responses
Mississippi SRC October 3rd, 2025

Q1:  After attending the quarterly SRC meeting, what further input do you have for OVR/OVRB regarding the extent, scope, effectiveness of services provided; and functions performed by the Designated State Unit (DSU) that affect or potentially affect the ability of individuals with disabilities in achieving employment outcomes? 
1) N/A
2) None at this time.
3) MDRS continues to provide valuable services that help individuals with disabilities prepare for and achieve employment. However, there remains a significant service gap for young adults who complete high school or college and are no longer eligible for Pre-ETS under WIOA. Many of these individuals still need structured supports to bridge the transition into employment or postsecondary training. Another need is the development of peer mentor programs for college students with disabilities to help them navigate accommodations, campus life, and self-advocacy. Expanding support in these areas would strengthen continuity and improve long-term employment outcomes.
4) None
5) According to reports presented at the third quarter SRC meeting, the services provided by OVR/OVRB and the functions performed by the Designated State Unit seem to be effective. With helping individuals with disabilities in achieving employment outcomes.
6) I feel that the staff is doing a good job considering the turnover that it has. The supervisors have a plan to handle cases in a timelier manner.
7) Back to OVR Basics training for all OVR Staff to include a full listing of comparable benefits for consideration prior to authorizing OVR funds. Customer service training for all new staff, and ongoing for all staff. Continue to try to raise salaries to attract and keep quality new professionals.
8) Training is needed for everyone.
9) I am happy that the agency's true purpose is coming into fruition as it pertains to individuals with true disabilities.
Q2: After having heard this quarter’s report on the results of consumer satisfaction surveys, do you have any comments or recommendations for input into the service delivery process? 
1) N/A
2) Encouraging collaboration between OVR counselors, community colleges, and universities could help bridge the service gap for students with disabilities who complete their education but still need assistance entering the workforce. Strengthening these partnerships would create a smoother continuum of support from high school through adulthood.
3) It is encouraging to see that consumer satisfaction remains high. This reflects the dedication of MDRS staff and partners across the state. Continued collaboration and communication between counselors, schools, providers, consumers, and families will be key to maintaining this success—especially during the critical transition from Pre-ETS to adult OVR services. As satisfaction levels remain strong, it may be beneficial to collect more feedback from individuals who are transitioning out of eligibility or aging out of Pre-ETS. Their insights could guide improvements in bridging services and ensuring that postsecondary and employment supports are better aligned.
4) None
5) Keep reaching out to get as many responses as possible.
6) Keep up the great work. Those are very good scores.
7) I think that the Program Integrity Unit should begin studying the satisfaction questionnaires that are done after case closure as well as the ones being done during service delivery to see trends that could be addressed.
8) Given the number of people/families that we hear complaints from the survey results are questionable.
9) No
Q3:  After attending the quarterly SRC meeting, what further input do you have for the State Plan goals and priorities? What further comment(s) do you have regarding evaluating the effectiveness of the OVR/OVRB Program in meeting the goals and priorities?
1) No response
2) N/A
3) The agency is facing the challenges caused by the current Federal Government shutdown as well as possible.
4) The State Plan goals are well-aligned. Going forward, adding objectives that specifically address the “gap age” group—those who finish school but remain unemployed or underemployed—would enhance the plan’s reach. Tracking outcomes for this population would provide a clearer picture of long-term program effectiveness.
5) None
6) OVR/OVRB seem to be effective with meeting their goals and priorities.
7) I think the staff is doing a good job. Keep working told our goals.
8) Excited to see the consultants' proposal for the overhaul of the Ability Works. The model for Personal and Vocational Adjustment Training is still a good one.
9) No
Q4:  What further input do you have for the establishment of the Community Rehabilitation Program (CRP) for the blind?
1) No response
2) N/A
3) Do not neglect the traditional training setting at the Addie McBryde Center.
4) Establishing a CRP for the blind is a wonderful step toward expanding equitable access to training and employment opportunities. Involving consumers and community partners early in the planning process will ensure the program meets real-world needs and promotes inclusion.
5) None
6) Having a choice of services and service providers is helpful to the consumers with achieving employment outcomes.
7) The staff is making great strides in this area.
8) More outreach to attract more customers to utilize it.
9) No
Q5:  After reviewing the SRC website, do you have any suggestions or changes you like to see made or added?
1) N/A
2) Just agree with everyone to have it on the front page of the MDRS website for easy accessibility.
3) None at this time.
4) The website is informative and easy to navigate. Adding brief success stories, highlights, and updates on State Plan progress could increase engagement and help the public better understand the SRC’s work and impact.
5) None
6) Not at this time.
7) The website is outstanding. Thank you for your hard work, Ms. Cone.
8) It's important to update it at least quarterly to keep it relevant.
9) None at this time
