


Rehabilitation Council of Texas (RCT)
November 13-14, 2025
101 East 15th Street Room 244
Austin, TX 78778
In person and via Zoom
Day 1: https://youtu.be/_wGRRj9zRrk
Day 2: https://youtu.be/nbVGXk3aQtM

Council Members Present 
Peggy Schmidt, Chair, Lucas 
Jordan Smelley, Vice Chair, Burleson
Glenda Born, Austin (Virtual)
Mark Baird, San Angelo (Virtual)
Norine Gill, Taylor Lake Village
Erica Kress, Aubrey 
Tammy Ames, Austin
Michele Norris, LaPorte (Virtual)
Emily Heise, Pflugerville 
Shannon Rosson, Bedford (Virtual) 


Council Members Absent
Melva Henderson, Dallas 
Kiffany Jefferson, Rowlett 
Michele Harper, San Marcos 

TWC Employees Attendance as Panelist:
Melinda Paninski, Christopher Speckhard, Jamie Haywood, Daniel Prado, Shelly Caillouet, Lisa Godwin, Karen Hess, Elyse Luke, David Johnston, Elsa Y Perez, Michael Britt, Summer Robinson, Randy Townsend, Mary Eixman, Chairman Esparza

TWC Employees Attendance: Onsite Virtual 66
Public Attendance: Onsite 5 Virtual 112

Thursday, November 13, 2025
Welcome
· Chair Peggy Schmidt expressed gratitude for her selection as chairperson and emphasized the importance of the council's work and focused on "why" the council and individual members are committed to VR. She highlighted the importance of employment for individuals and communities. Housekeeping notes were reviewed. Introductions took place of all members in attendance both in person and virtually
Legislative Session Update/Government Relations
· Michael Britt provided an update on the federal government shutdown.
· TWC utilized carry-forward funds and state revenue matching funds to maintain services.
· Federal employees were furloughed, impacting RSA staff (excepting Chris Pope, Ashley Brizo, and administrative staff).
· VR agencies were encouraged to submit reports timely despite the shutdown.
· The Social Security Administration (SSA) was unable to process cost reimbursement submissions for the Ticket to Work program.
· A continuing resolution was passed, funding the government until January 30, 2026, reversing federal layoffs.
· SSA and benefits payments would be caught up.
· Three appropriation titles were passed, including agriculture, funding SNAP benefits.
· Legislative action on the Affordable Care Act (ACA) subsidies is planned in the Senate.
· VR programs funding to continue at the current level until January 30th.
TWC VR Budget Update
· Mary Eixman and Summer Robinson presented the VR division's budget update for State Fiscal Year 2025.
· The budget was $355 million, with a $94 million increase due to the 5% salary increase and supplemental requests to maximize the federal grant.
· The agency spent 76% of their budget overall.
· Client Services expenditure
· Outstanding encumbrances totaled $75 million.
· $10 million was available at the end of the year.
· $213 million distributed to VR Regions, supplemented by additional admin funds.
· A client services budget shifted from state to federal fiscal year to comply with federal requirements.
· Changes to the 2026 plan included structured training and procedures on budget management and projections with caseload budgets, monthly meetings with unit leadership and specialist.
· Concerns were raised about unencumbered money when services were needed.
· Discussion of how to communicate access to funds.
· Discussion regarding how the shift to the federal fiscal year has affected how money goes back to the federal government.
· Legislative appropriations requests for 2026 and 2027 were reviewed.
· There was an explanation about reallotment funds.
· Breakdown of Client Services by Service Category (SFY25):
· Post-Secondary Education & Training: $78.5 million (8,500 customers)
· Pre-ETS: $28.7 million (8,005 customers)
· Hearing Aid Services: $23.2 million (6,188 customers)
· Assessments & Diagnostics: $11.9 million (15,000 customers)
· Supported Employment: $8.1 million (1,900 customers)
· Vehicle Modifications: $5.9 million (359 customers)
· Job Placement: $6 million (2,137 customers)
· Work Based Learning: $3.1 million (590 customers)
· Psychological Testing: $1.8 million (2,400 customers)
· AT Services: $4.2 million (2,232 customers)
· Concerns were raised about decreases in work based learning and some technological trainings.
· The allocation plan and training methods for the current fiscal year 2026 were altered.
VR Division Report
· Tammy Ames and Christopher Speckhard presented.
· Alicia Holly was welcomed as the new deputy director for Operations and Program Support.
· VR division recruitment and retention plan ongoing.
· Update of the progress on the Sunset review process.
· Goal 1: Recruitment and Retention of VR Staff
· Strategies include career growth opportunities, training, professional development, team engagement, and continuous improvement.
· Career ladder promotions, management training, and communities of practice offered.
· Success Measure: Annual turnover rate decreased from 14.3% to 12.2%.
· Goal 2: Improve Provider Recruitment, Retention, and Support
· Strategies include provider support, training, recruitment, payment rates, and rate reviews.
· A process improvement effort on contract and service providers.
· Quarterly state-wide provider calls continue, use of heat maps to find new provider prospects in desert areas.
· Success Measure: Number of available providers increased, but activity rate decreased slightly.
· Goal 3: Streamline VR Policy, Processes, and Procedures
· Focus on accessible service delivery and maximizing resources.
· Strategies: streamline and redesign policy, forms, approval processes, and business systems.
· Progress of the VR Services Guide that will use AI to assist counselors with decision-making.
· Success Measure: State-wide median days from initial contact to participation increased to 107 days in 2025.
· Goal 4: Improving Customer Informed Choice
· Focus: Accessible information for informed decision-making.
· Strategies: Utilize labor market information, benefits counseling, and workforce collaboration.
· Temporary waiver of benefits planning query requirements were issued during the federal government shutdown.
· Development of MOUs with workforce board partners moving forward.
· Success Measures: Benefit Counseling rate improved, customer satisfaction surveys show increased satisfaction with information received.
· Goal 5: Improve Staff Knowledge and System Capacity to Enhance Service Delivery
· Focus: Staff specialization, training, and innovative approaches.
· Strategies: Training and specialization, innovative approaches, transition counselor training, and capacity and develop and enhance the continuum of services for individuals with most significant disabilities.
· Progress of the Employment First tri-agency collaboration, customize employment and Texas Beacons of Excellence.
· Deaf and hard of hearing training rollout planned.
· Success Measures: Customer satisfaction with VR staff support increased.
· Goal 6: Increase and Enhance Employer Partnerships
· Focus: Employer partnerships for hiring, retention, and advancement of Texans with disabilities.
· Strategies: Awareness, collaboration, professional development, employer partnerships.
· Celebration of National Disability Employment Awareness Month (NDEAM).
· VR business relations team members trained.
· Success Measure: number of participants with successful exits from VR has increased,
PCG Rate Study Implementation Update
· Elyse Luke provided an update.
· Progress with the process, moving to step one, with $6.32 million allocated for high priority service rate updates.
· Phase one includes internal briefings and 30-day posting of rate changes.
· Anticipated launch date would be second quarter of the federal fiscal year.
Comprehensive Transition Post Education
· Tammy Ames discussed the pause on new referrals to comprehensive transition programs.
· The pause was implemented in August 2025 to establish policy, a fee schedule, and referral process.
· Customers already participating in programs can continue.
· Letter to be sent to CTP point of contact that gives information and request a point of contact at TWC.
· Collaboration with Oklahoma VR around inclusive postsecondary education program.
VR Performance Updates
· Geoffrey Miller and Christopher Speckhard presented the VR performance updates using state fiscal year data.
· All measures met or exceeded.
· Region 2 led in the growth of participants served, and the highest increase was the category intellectual and learning or cognitive disabilities.
· The successful closure rate declined from 50.4% in 2024 to 46.5% in 2025.
· Increase in the intellectual and learning disability category, with the physical disabilities and legally blind disability category decreasing.
· Workforce investment council to use data for better use with the state's population of customers.
· Highlights from different aspects of this data show different categories of decline.
State Plan Update
· Kimberly Stanphill discussed the state plan update.
· The VR specific part was submitted to Workforce commission and is waiting for state commission's actions, planned for November.
· Estimated submission to the federal government by early March.
CSNA Planning
· Peggy Schmidt reported on the comprehensive statewide needs assessment (CSNA).
· Customer satisfaction committee will lead town halls beginning in February.
· Goal to have one town hall meeting in each of the six regions from February 4th, 2026, through May 6th, 2026.
Public Comment
· No public comment was submitted at the conclusion of the day.
Friday, November 14, 2025
Welcome and Introductions
· Chair Schmidt apologized for omitting introductions for online council members on Thursday. Introductions were then made.
TWC Commissioners’ Remarks
· Chairman Joe Esparza expressed appreciation for the council's work and advice and how it supports TWC decision making. A mention that the stakeholders help share to be aware of how the process with policy affects citizens. He congratulated everyone on their hard work and progress for the council and their accomplishments.
Region 4 Pilot Intake Process
· Dennis Kutach and Malcolm Ifoezeh presented the Region 4 pilot intake process.
· A recap of the core objectives of the pilot was given.
· A stream line workflow and to boost staff expertise and improve customer service.
· The pilot process included retaining customers, improving cycle time, and the high level of staff engagement.
· Discussion on retaining customers and meeting their needs.
· Retention rate, cycle time, the implementation team performance, and survey scores of performance.
· The team did find the CMG specialist helped customers identify needed VR services.
· Successful closure rate, almost 7% higher than the state average.
· Customers had positive things to say about the support and service the region provides.
· Lessons were learned about staff turnover, cases with opening or closing process, the case assignment with specialty.
· There was a recommendation to units on implementation areas with specialization areas.
2026-2027 VR Customer Served Estimation Model
· Anna Lee and Christopher Speckhard presented the 2026-2027 VR customer estimation model.
· There were some notes from people as to demographic trends and VR services.
· They talked about ACS to discuss employment barriers for people with disabilities.
· The number of people who are working aged in 2024.
· A huge surge of demand with youth, transition ages, and an ongoing need.
· Process improvement to customer's increase and improve capacity.
Public Engagement
· Jordan Smelley presented for the membership and education committee.
· Discussion of draft committee member process, non‑council members.
· A follow‑up for a draft for what the membership form is and follow‑up questions.
· The committees look to what conferences should the RCT have a presence in.
Conference Report
· Peggy Schmidt presented on NCSRC, CSAVR.
· Discussion on the NCSRC that that committee celebrated 20 years and how to have more engagement from businesses.
· A presentation was done with communication between VR and providers.
· The CSAVR highlights to councilor having too much administrative work, the reduction of red tape, to focus on client's needs.
· A customer communication session to communicate with stakeholders throughout the process.
· Lisa Godwin presented on the Texas Association of People Supporting Employment (APSE) conference.
· There were 18 people that expressed interest at this conference.
· That it would be a good one to follow up again.
2026 RCT Strategic Planning Review
· Peggy Schmidt said that it is complete and located on RCT SharePoint.
Liaison Reports
· Client Assistance Program (CAP): Jeanie Beaman
· She took over Karen Stanfill, who had retired and pending appointment.
· There has not been an opportunity to have a systemic meeting with the VR team to look at ongoing systemic, and to follow up with the action of what's the next step.
· Several items that were brought up to address discuss, like the status of custom employment services, looking into self-employment. And some trends such as self-employment and dental are ongoing.
· Community Rehabilitation Provider (CRP): Peggy Schmidt
· Last provider call happened in September, with almost 250 attendees. Minutes can be found on the provider’s resource page.
· Shared mailbox for bill and invoicing as one e-mail to service and improve billing, with some are successful. Still working out kinks.
· There was also a joint training discussion of joint VR and Providers.
· Partners Resource Network (PRN): Shannon Rosson
· Reported highlights from July to September with over 32,000 units of resources, 1400 units of technician, over 150 workshops, 85 youth events, with 40 community organizations to help with outreach with community events and workshop.
· State Independent Living Council (SILC): Melva Henderson
· No report was presented in the meeting. The report printed is in SharePoint.
· Texas Education Agency (TEA): Emily Heise
· Updates from TEA focus on students receiving the support service and changing what wording means access, as resources for the general service is there, and people can have resources to that collection. She really wants to make sure it doesn't that those kid those aren't their people. She is looking to join the team and state law required
· Texas Workforce Investment Council (TWIC): Michele Harper
· No report was presented in the meeting. The report printed is in SharePoint.
Committee Reports
· Policy, Procedure & Personnel Development: Norine Gill, Michele Norris and Karen Stanfill
· Update on unemployment under review role out 2026.
· Discussion on updates of Chapter D and C. 
· Reviewed the CSPD Report Comprehensive System of Personnel Development
· And also, with their strategic plan with a goal and the next step with the team. 
· Reviewed the IHO Impartial Hearing Officers decisions. 
· Co-Chair Norine Policy Procedure and IHO and Michele CSPD
· Karen will wrap up anything on Strategic Plan that her name is on
· IPE Guide, RCT to make recommendation for VR to provide an IPE guide for consumers
·  Request, one time report from VR on the number of consumers that have an IPE with self-employment checked yes.
· Motion RCT request the agency to provide to the council the number of people that have marked the check box for self-employment and approved on their IPE
· Approved
· Membership & Education: Emily Heise and Jordan Smelley (Co-Chairs)
· *Report Summarized in item 5 “public engagement”
· Customer Satisfaction & Needs Assessment: Shannon Rosson (Chair)
· The main point from the board members with the customers that were surveyed this year and there has been more feedback to the overall service data and information.
· Some of the good things are the positive movements there. The client said 94% are very kind and respectful, and there are good trends increasing.
· There was the bottom 5%, but also have seen all those increases and what people say and what is being done well, and some new goal with helping people. Having a strong group of both active and survey is having better clearer message for data and information
Council Business
· Approved August 7th and 8th, 2025, minutes.
· Lisa Godwin presented the RCT budget report.
· FY 25 ended with balance in travel budget
· Other expenses included travel and website registration.
· The committee member process for non-RCT members was discussed and approved for the executive board to make decisions on.
· Discussed the 2026 council meeting dates/locations and the attempt to tie-in with NCSRC.
· The RCT requested that in the VR performance report number of client be approved and approved to add in numbers.
Public Comment
· Paul Hunt, an assistive technology training provider, raised concerns about the lack of referrals since June 2024, informed choice, and specific customer being directed to another agency after a counselor change.
· Jason Shaw, President of Texas Deaf Chamber of Commerce Members, 230 members that are self-employed and own a business. Majority reported that they are not aware of VR Services. Those that use VR services aren't happy with the service they receive. Also, it was reported that some of the VR Counselors that have training in this area leave and the case is reassigned to someone that doesn’t have the training.
Adjourn




