
1117 Trinity St. Austin, TX 78701					Meeting Minutes

Rehabilitation Council of Texas (RCT)
May 7-8, 2026
1420 West Mockingbird Lane
Dallas, TX 75247
In person and via Zoom
Day 1: https://youtu.be/SfQUdoBW3gg
Day 2: https://youtu.be/tqb6GAG8QdA
Council Members Present 
Peggy Schmidt, Chair, Lucas 
Jordan Smelley, Vice Chair, Burleson
Tammy Ames, Austin 
Mark Baird, San Angelo 
Jeanie Beaman, Comfort
Glenda Born, Austin (Virtual)
Leslie Cantu, Poteet
Norine Gill, Taylor Lake Village (Virtual)
Michele Harper, San Marcos (Virtual)
Emily Heise, Pflugerville (Virtual)
Elle Holtzman, Beaumont
Erica Kress, Aubrey 
Michele Norris, LaPorte 
Shannon Rosson, Bedford (Virtual) 
Marla Williams, Fort Worth

Council Members Absent
Melva Henderson, Dallas 
Kiffany Jefferson, Rowlett 

TWC Employees Attendance as Panelist:
Melinda Paninski, Christopher Speckhard, Jamie Haywood, Daniel Prado, Lisa Godwin, Karen Hess, Mary Eixman, Steve Pier, David Johnston, Hugh Yasumoto, Jonas Schwartz, Scott McCune, Shelly Caillouet, Anadean Medellin, Anne Hoscheit, Daniel Clark, Larosa Spann, Emily Enns, Teresa Norrell

Public Attendance: In person 2, Online 105 Unique Viewers

Opening Business and IHO Request
Day 1: The meeting opened with an immediate procedural motion regarding a last-minute request to review the Impartial Hearing Officer (IHO) joint identification process and a recommendation to revoke an officer. The Council voted to refer this matter to the Executive Committee for a formal recommendation at the August meeting. Jordan Smelley motioned, Glenda Born seconded.
Welcome and Introductions
Day 1 & 2: Chair Peggy Schmidt welcomed the Council, introducing new Governor-appointed members: Marla Williams, Jeanie Beaman, Leslie Cantu, and Elle Holtzman. The Chair emphasized a "dual customer" philosophy—serving both the individual with a disability and the employer. She challenged the Council to ensure all policies "make good business sense" and are streamlined for speed and efficiency.
Remarks from TWC Commissioners and Executive Director
Day 1: Commissioner Trevino (via Chief of Staff Leslie Cruz) expressed ongoing support for the workforce. Executive Director Steve Pier delivered a significant address, defining VR as a workforce program, not a social service. He set a goal to improve the employment success rate from 1-in-7 participants to 1-in-5. Sunset Review: Mr. Pier briefed the Council on the upcoming Sunset Review report (due June 18, 2026), with a public hearing scheduled for August 12. He noted that while Sunset reports focus on "what is wrong," they are vital for making the agency better and more integrated with TWC workforce divisions.
2026 CSNA Town Hall Update
Day 1: The Council recapped the six Town Halls held across the state. Participation included approximately 20 online attendees in the final Dallas session. Feedback indicated a need for better accessibility (slower ASL interpretation for deaf-blind users) and more direct outreach by counselors to ensure customers are aware of these feedback opportunities. The online survey remains open through May 31.
TWC Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Budget Update
Day 1: Mary Eixman reported a total current budget of $407.6 million.
· Expenditures: Mid-year obligations stand at 43%, slightly lower than the 50% target, though activity typically spikes in summer due to student programs.
· Ticket to Work: Revenue for 2026 is projected at $17.3 million. The division is researching a shift from "traditional cost reimbursement" to "milestone payments" to potentially increase program income.
· Forecasting: Projections for 2027 show a tightening ending balance ($14.2M), stressing the need for fiscal responsibility as the program grows.
PCG Report, Rate Increases, and Implementation
Day 1: Director Tammy Ames provided a transparent update on recommended provider rate increases.
· Order of Selection Risk: Modeling shows that implementing the recommended rate increases (even in a phased approach) alongside staff salary increases would likely force an Order of Selection (waitlist) by 2028.
· Decision: Implementation is currently on hold for further analysis. The division must balance the need for qualified providers and competitive staff salaries against the federal requirement to serve all eligible Texans.
VR Division Report
Day 1: 
· Staffing: The year-to-date turnover rate is 5.9%. New counselor training has been redesigned, and leadership programs (Lead/Pathways) are concluding their final cohorts.
· Procurement: A new online TWC Procurement Portal is launching to streamline provider applications. This will move to a "shorter duration" posting cycle on the ESBD to expedite contract execution.
· Customized Employment: Policy development is centering on sustainability after the "Beacons of Excellence" grant ends in 2027.
Comprehensive Transition Programs (CTP)
Day 1: Jamie Haywood reported that four programs (including Texas State’s Bobcat RISE and Houston City College’s VAST) are currently in contract development. The goal is to have these finalized in time for students to plan for the Fall 2026 semester.
VR Performance Update
Day 1: Christopher Speckhard presented data showing 71,725 participants served. 
· Successes: Retention is exceptionally high at 88.3%. The credential rate for students has improved to 50.9%.
· Trends: 1 out of 3 participants now has a primary cognitive/intellectual disability.
· Closures: Successful employment closures remained steady at approximately 10,739.
Disability:IN North Texas Affiliate
Day 2: Anne Hudson (Southwest Airlines) discussed corporate inclusion. She noted that while ADA compliance remains stable, broader DE&I (Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion) efforts are facing a shifting political landscape. She highlighted that VR remains a "best-kept secret" in the corporate world, suggesting a need for a dual education campaign for both employers and employees.
Region 2 Report: Texans Beacon of Excellence (TBE)
Day 2: This section featured "success stories" from counselors moving individuals from sheltered workshops (14c) to competitive integrated employment (CIE).
· Jerome: Moved from hanging hangers to a 37-hour/week "Grading" position at a donation center.
· Matt: Transitioned to a "Game Technician" role while attending community college.
· Collaboration: Dallas ISD and Fort Worth ISD highlighted how TBE has "bridged the gap" between school and work, preventing students from "sitting on the couch" after graduation.

Liaison Reports 
· Client Assistance Program (CAP): Jeanie Beaman reported that CAP cases are on track to surpass last year’s numbers. The primary concerns identified involve communication delays, IPE development, and requests for complex services like self-employment and assistive technology. 44% of their clients have mental health, autism, or IDD diagnoses.
· Community Rehabilitation Provider (CRP): Peggy Schmidt noted that 218 providers attended the April statewide call. Providers expressed frustration with "last-minute" referrals for Summer Earn and Learn (SEAL). The benchmark payment system, where job placement providers are not compensated for all of the placement work if a customer fails to follow through at the final stage.
· Texas Education Agency (TEA): Emily Heise highlighted a $1,500 grant (PDES) for parents of special education students, available through Fall 2026. TEA has also launched a free online course to help ASL interpreters pass the English Proficiency portion of their certification, addressing a statewide shortage of certified interpreters.
· SILC/TWIC/PRN: Full reports for the Independent Living Council, Workforce Investment Council, and Partners Resource Network are available in the SharePoint binder for review.
Committee Reports 
· Policy, Procedure & Personnel Development: The committee reviewed policies and a new policy regarding "Room and Board." They discussed the implementation of "Communities of Practice" for new VR staff (0–2 years’ experience) to create a "buddy system" that assists with retention and knowledge sharing. Feedback on pending policies is due May 15.
· Membership and Education: Two members will term out in October. The committee has built a healthy pool of six new applicants (half from business/labor). They presented a new "RCT Membership Outreach One-Pager" designed for members to send to their professional networks to recruit diverse stakeholders. Nominations for new Council Chair and Vice Chair will open in July.
· Customer Satisfaction & Needs Assessment: The Council has transitioned to using the "SARA" system for automated surveys. Response rates have jumped from 20% (with the previous vendor) to 50% with SARA. The committee is now working to ensure the data remains anonymous to VRCs and regional managers to encourage honest feedback.

Council Business and Public Comment
Day 2: February 2026 minutes were approved. Motion made by Jordan Smelley and 2nd by Erica Kress, all approved. The RCT travel budget has a healthy balance of $30,000 remaining. 
Day 1 & 2 Public comments featured several students and parents from the University of Arkansas Empower Program, who urged the Council not to cut funding for out-of-state Comprehensive Transition Programs, citing life-changing independence and employment outcomes.
Adjournment: The meeting adjourned with the next session scheduled for August 6–7, 2026, in Austin.
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