State Rehabilitation Council (SRC) Quarterly Meeting
Wednesday, September 10, 2025, 9:00 a.m. – 3:30 p.m.
Thursday, September 11, 2025, 9:00 a.m. – 4:00 p.m.  
Primary Meeting Location: Department of Rehabilitation, 721 Capitol Mall, Room 301, Sacramento, CA 95814

Meeting Minutes
Approved on December 4, 2025
Note: This meeting was held in accordance with California Government Code section 11123. There may be members of the public body who participated in the meeting who were granted a reasonable accommodation per the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

SRC members in attendance:
· In-person: Theresa Comstock (DOR Central Office), Ivan Guillen (DOR San Diego District Office)
· By Zoom: Shannon Coe, Gregory Meza, Michelle Bello, Yuki Nagasawa
· SRC members absent: La Trena Robinson, Hilary Lentini

DOR Staff in Attendance: 
· In-person (DOR Central Office): Kate Bjerke, La Candice Ochoa, Victor Duron, Jessica Grove, Kim Rutledge
· By Zoom: Vanesa Carranza, Patricia Quinn, Della Randolph, Mark Erlichman, Ashley Duke, Matthew Brown, Megan Contreras, Sarah Candee, Gina Rambeau, Peter Frangel

Members of the public in attendance
· In-person: Crystal Sudano (DOR San Diego District Office), Thomas Martin (DOR Central Office)
· By Zoom: Rafael Serrano, Eric Young, Sarah Issacs, Michael McCullough, Danny Marquez

WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 2025 

[bookmark: _Hlk175043716]Item 1: Welcome and Introductions 
Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, welcomed attendees to the meeting. SRC members and meeting attendees introduced themselves. Kate Bjerke, SRC Executive Officer, reviewed the Bagley-Keene Open Meeting Act requirements. 

Item 2: Public Comment 
[bookmark: _Hlk29542449]Members of the public had the opportunity to comment on issues and concerns not included elsewhere on the agenda. The following public comments were received:
· Crystal Sudano, Independent Living Services Worker, expressed concerns about the application of DOR policies regarding client access to case files.    
· Ashley Duke, DOR Counselor, expressed concerns with the DOR’s reasonable accommodation process for employees.  
· Rafael Serrano, representing the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) Council 57, expressed concerns with the DOR’s reasonable accommodation process for employees.  
· [bookmark: _Hlk214806086]Eric Young, representing Bargaining Unit 19, expressed concerns with DOR’s reasonable accommodation process for employees.  
· Matthew Brown, DOR Legislative and Policy Analyst and Service Employees International Union (SEIU) Steward, expressed concerns with DOR’s reasonable accommodation process for employees. 

[bookmark: _Hlk198296011]Item 3: Approval of the June 11–12, 2025 SRC Quarterly Meeting Minutes 
It was moved/seconded (Comstock/Coe) to approve the June 11–12, 2025 SRC quarterly meeting minutes as presented (Yes – Comstock, Guillen, Coe, Bello, Meza), (No – 0), (Absent – Lentini, Robinson), (Abstain – 0). The approved meeting minutes will be posted to the SRC’s webpage.

[bookmark: _Hlk157612512][bookmark: _Hlk169525692]Item 4: Overview of DOR’s Ticket to Work Program
Vanesa Carranza, Program Analyst, DOR Social Security Programs Section, presented an overview of the Ticket to Work program, a voluntary Social Security Administration initiative that helps SSI and SSDI beneficiaries with disabilities pursue employment while maintaining their benefits. The program is open to individuals ages 18 to 64 and provides free, individualized employment services through DOR or approved Employment Networks (ENs). Consumers benefit from protection against continuing disability reviews while making progress toward employment goals.

Employment Networks offer career counseling, job placement, and ongoing support at no cost, and often continue working with consumers after their DOR cases close. She noted that DOR promotes the program internally through staff training and resources and externally through fact sheets, outreach events, and direct referrals to Employment Networks during case closure. Work Incentive Planners also play a key role by verifying ticket status, explaining program benchmarks, and coordinating with Employment Networks and community partners. Carranza concluded by directing participants to DOR’s Ticket to Work webpage for additional resources.

Discussion and Q&A highlights after the presentation included the following:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214457414][bookmark: _Hlk214457408]Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, asked how consumers know if their ticket is assigned. Carranza explained that assignment occurs after an Individualized Plan for Employment is signed and participation is confirmed. If a consumer’s ticket is assigned to another Employment Network, DOR can assist with unassigning and transferring it. 
· Guillen asked about program reimbursements. Carranza confirmed that DOR submits cost reimbursements to Social Security for successfully closed cases where consumers achieve at least nine months of work above Substantial Gainful Activity.
· Shannon Coe, SRC Vice-Chair, asked whether Employment Network referrals align with consumer job preferences and asked about education pathways. Carranza responded that referrals depend on the consumer’s location and are supported by the Social Security “Choose Work” website, which lists local and virtual Employment Networks. She explained that educational activities are covered as long as consumers maintain active participation and share progress with their counselors.
 
[bookmark: _Hlk198296033][bookmark: _Hlk189825256][bookmark: _Hlk199250943]Item 5: California Department of Education (CDE) Update 
Michelle Bello, CDE Education Programs Consultant and SRC Member, provided an update on special education initiatives, programs, and legislation of interest. Bello reported a quiet budget year for special education with no cuts and two targeted investments: $1M for the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence to digitize the statewide Individualized Education Program (IEP) template (public by June 30, 2026), including up to $250K for professional development planning, and $1M for translating the IEP into the top ten languages. Trailer bill “cleanup” for the California Center for Inclusive College (CCIC) authorizes CDE to select two county offices to implement the Center.

Bello highlighted special education legislation: AB 784 (revised) directs CDE to issue guidance confirming specialized Deaf and hard-of-hearing services may be provided as a standalone service; SB 373 adds family notice, grievance, and restraint/seclusion policy requirements for nonpublic schools and updates CDE on-site reviews; AB 560 convenes a workgroup to recommend caseloads/ratios across settings and student needs; AB 1224 permits credentialed substitutes to serve up to 60 cumulative days per assignment; and AJR 7 urges federal leaders to prevent reductions and ensure uninterrupted services and funding for students with disabilities. 

Bello spoke about family outreach activities, including a monthly webinar series with Seeds of Partnership on communication, family/school relationships, and system navigation.  The California Center for Inclusive College (CCIC) has completed its first year and will submit a legislative report in year two.  

Discussion and Q&A highlights after the presentation included the following:
· Shannon Coe, SRC Vice-Chair, encouraged inclusion of Independent Living Centers in the family outreach efforts. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk214458017]Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, asked about the coordination and delivery of Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS). Yuki Nagasawa, SRC Member, confirmed DOR continues to provide Pre-ETS in schools with some work experiences offered by districts.

[bookmark: _Hlk205296638]Item 6: Conversation with LaCandice Ochoa 
SRC members met LaCandice Ochoa, DOR’s new Deputy Director, Independent Living and Community Access Division. Ochoa joined DOR in June 2025 and spoke about her commitment to advancing employment, independence, and equality for people with disabilities, a community she has served throughout her public service career.

While noting that she does not yet have a fully defined vision, Ochoa explained that she is intentionally taking time to learn the teams, programs, and priorities of stakeholders. She has been meeting with management and partners to understand how the DOR can best support their needs. She expressed a desire to strengthen relationships between the SRC and her division, as well as to increase awareness and collaboration with Independent Living Centers.
Ochoa closed by inviting feedback from SRC members on what she should keep in mind as she develops her leadership vision.

Discussion and Q&A highlights after the presentation included the following:
· Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, asked about the transition of independent living services for individuals with visual impairments to Title IX programs, noting concerns about waitlists and lack of follow-up. Ochoa explained that working to understand services and strengthen partnerships.  
· [bookmark: _Hlk214458352][bookmark: _Hlk214458360]Shannon Coe, SRC Vice-Chair, welcomed Ochoa on behalf of the State Independent Living Council (SILC). She asked if Ochoa had begun meeting with Independent Living Center (ILCs) directors to hear about priorities, challenges, and funding issues. Ochoa confirmed she will be visiting ILCs and will also attend SILC meetings. Ochoa emphasized that her immediate priority is to stabilize ILC funding and build staff capacity to conduct required programmatic evaluations. She noted the importance of building strong relationships with center directors before moving into more robust monitoring efforts. 

Item 7: Farewell and Recognition: Theresa Comstock’s Service on the SRC 
Meeting attendees joined together to recognize Theresa Comstock, Executive Director of the California Association of Local Behavioral Health Boards and Commissions, for her dedicated service on the SRC. 

[bookmark: _Hlk198296137]Item 8: Directorate Report 
Victor Duron, DOR Chief Deputy Director, reported on leadership and policy topics of interest. 

National Landscape
· [bookmark: _Hlk214458564]Ongoing uncertainty and talk of reshaping the US Department of Education and possible relocation of the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA). 
· The Administration for Community Living (ACL) is experiencing federal restructuring and staff reductions.
· The federal budget still is unsettled. The administration’s proposal would have cut California’s vocational rehabilitation (VR) base federal funding by removing cost of living adjustments, but the Senate/House drafts mostly restore this funding.  
· Monitoring federal actions on Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Accessibility.

State Level Updates 
· California faces another tight budget year.
· DOR is engaged with partners on recent Governor Executive Orders, and with the Association of California State Employees with Disabilities (ACSED), CalHR, and the Government Operations Agency (GovOps) to streamline access to state employment .

DOR Updates
· The online VR application portal is temporarily down for comprehensive fixes. 
· There has been growth in caseloads, to over 170,000 individuals served annually without added DOR staff. Inflation, especially training/tuition, are driving up costs. Actions underway to address these issues include the pursuit of reallotment funding, new limits on paid work experience, exploring staffing solutions, and considering an Order of Selection (OOS).
· Mahalia Gotico was appointed Regional Director, DOR San Joaquin Valley District. 
· Maria Turrubiartes was appointed as Chief, DOR Specialized Programs and Services. 
· DOR is recruiting for the following positions: VR Employment Division Deputy Director, Administrative Services Deputy Director, and Chief Council. 
· Kim Rutledge was confirmed by the Senate 40–0 as DOR Director.

Discussion and Q&A highlights after Duron’s presentation included the following:
· Yuki Nagasawa, SRC Member, noted that some consumers view DOR primarily as a source for tuition or training assistance and disengage after graduation. She stressed the need for clearer orientation messaging that DOR is an employment-focused agency, ensuring education services are tied to job outcomes. 
· Shannon Coe, SRC Vice-Chair, shared that the DOR Orange/San Gabriel District has been successful in reconnecting with consumers through innovative outreach strategies, suggesting these practices could be modeled statewide. She also requested training for SRC members on the Order of Selection (OOS) process to ensure they can provide informed feedback.
· Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, raised questions about potential connections between OOS waitlists and new Medicaid work requirements.
· Theresa Comstock, SRC member, emphasized the importance of ensuring smooth transitions for individuals placed on OOS waitlists, particularly those with behavioral health needs. She noted that county behavioral health agencies are now required to provide employment services and recommended strong staff training and communication to support effective referrals. 
· Gregory Meza, SRC member, asked about flexibility in applying restrictions on paid work experience hours, such as whether unused hours could be reassigned later in the fiscal year. 

Public comments:
· Ashley Duke, DOR Counselor, expressed support for moving into an Order of Selection. Duke criticized the way in which recent changes to adult work experience were rolled out.  
· Crystal Sudano, Independent Living Services Worker, raised concerns about the Department’s recent decision to stop authorizing new adult paid work experiences effective August 21, 2025. 

[bookmark: _Hlk198296147][bookmark: _Hlk198287619]Item 9: CalABLE Overview 
Thomas Martin, CalABLE Executive Director provided an overview of the CalABLE savings and investment program that lets eligible individuals with disabilities and their families save money in tax-advantaged accounts without losing access to vital public benefits. Presentation highlights included the following: 
· Eligibility: Disability onset before age 26 (expands to 46 on January 1, 2026).  Must have Social Security Number (SSN)/ Individual Taxpayer Identification Number (ITIN) and a U.S. address; U.S. citizenship not required. Eligible via Supplemental Security Income (SSI)/Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or self-certification (physician letter recommended). One account per person; the individual with the disability is the account owner.
· Up to $100,000 in a CalABLE account is excluded from SSI asset limits. CalABLE assets are also disregarded by other programs that look at resources (e.g., CalFresh, housing). Gifts deposited directly into the account do not count as income for SSI.
· The annual contribution limit $19,000 (with an ABLE to Work increase if the beneficiary works and lacks an employer retirement plan). The overall program cap is $529,000.
· Eight investing options (seven market portfolios; one FDIC-insured savings). Earnings grow tax-free when used for qualified disability expenses.
· Fees: $30/year plus a small asset-based fee. No early-withdrawal penalties.
· Spending tools: Bank transfers, mailed checks, or a prepaid Visa card (no card fees; spending controls available for supporters/caregivers).
· Access and support: Website enrollment takes about 10–15 minutes; accounts are available in over nine languages (with more being added). Call center 833-CAL-ABLE supports ~240 languages and relay services. CalABLE offers webinars, materials, staff training, and can partner on outreach (contact: CalABLE@treasurer.ca.gov).

Martin emphasized CalABLE’s role in promoting independence and self-determination by letting individuals save for immediate needs or long-term goals without jeopardizing critical benefits. Discussion and Q&A highlights after Martin’s presentation included the following:
· Martin confirmed that funds can go directly into CalABLE (e.g., Social Security direct deposit) or pass through a regular bank first. SSI recipients must keep non-CalABLE accounts at or below $2,000; CalABLE balances (up to $100k) don’t count toward that asset limit. Gifts deposited directly into CalABLE don’t count as income for SSI; wages still count as income regardless of where they’re deposited.
· Martin confirmed that CalABLE plans to increase engagement with Independent Living Centers (ILCs).
· Shannon Coe, SRC Vice-Chair, suggested the development of audio guides for users with limited literacy.
· Martin spoke about savings vs. investments. CalABLE offers eight portfolio options: seven investment choices and 1 FDIC-insured “cash account.” Users choose where contributions go (any mix) and can change later. Staff/call center can explain options and mechanics but cannot give investment advice.

Public comment: 
· Crystal Sudano, Independent Living Services (ILS) Worker, provided suggestions for the CalABLE program.  

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2025

[bookmark: _Hlk157680978]Item 10: Reconvene, Welcome, and Introductions 
Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, reconvened the meeting and welcomed attendees.

Item 11: Public Comment 
None.

[bookmark: _Hlk198296161]Item 12: Annual Election of the SRC Officers  
Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, introduced the agenda item for the annual election of SRC officers for the October 1, 2025 – September 30, 2026 term. He reviewed the slate of candidates recommended by the SRC Nominating Committee on August 28, 2025, which included Shannon Coe for Chair, Yuki Nagasawa for Vice-Chair, Hilary Lentini for Treasurer, and Ivan Guillen for Immediate Past Chair. 

Guillen then turned the item over to Kate Bjerke, SRC Executive Officer, to facilitate the election process. Bjerke confirmed that the Nominating Committee had met on August 28 and presented the recommended slate of officers as reviewed by Guillen. In accordance with the SRC bylaws, she opened the floor for additional nominations. After pausing to allow members to respond, Bjerke noted that no additional nominations or hands were raised and that no comments had been received. It was then moved/seconded (Comstock/Meza) to elect the slate of candidates as presented (Yes – Coe, Comstock, Guillen, Meza, Bello), (No – 0), (Absent – Lentini, Robinson), (Abstain – 0). 

[bookmark: _Hlk198296279][bookmark: _Hlk207100010][bookmark: _Hlk157090903]Item 13: DOR Collaboration with County Behavioral Health Agencies 
Sarah Candee, Chief, and Gina Rambeau, Manager, DOR Cooperative Programs Section, joined the SRC to share information on how DOR collaborates with local county behavioral health agencies.

Candee provided an overview of the Cooperative Programs Section at DOR, which manages over 250 contracts statewide with public entities and select private nonprofits to expand vocational rehabilitation services for shared consumers. The section is responsible for contract development, administration, amendments, technical assistance, training, and ensuring compliance through monitoring activities like site visits and program reviews.
She explained that these cooperative programs are funded through “match” contributions from partner agencies, which must come from state or local—not federal—sources. Matches can be provided either as direct cash payments to DOR or as certified staff time already funded by state or local dollars. Some counties use a combination of both methods. In many counties, behavioral health departments provide the match funding while contracting with community-based nonprofits to deliver services. In other cases, the county behavioral health agency provides the services directly, depending on local capacity. Services offered through these contracts typically include employment preparation, job development and placement, and related supports. Some programs also offer assessments, vocational evaluations, training, work experience, job retention services, and evidence-based models like Individual Placement and Support (IPS). A few have expanded to serve students with behavioral health needs. At the time of the meeting, DOR had cooperative contracts with 18 county behavioral health programs and 27 private nonprofit providers, totaling 45 active contracts across California. 

Rambeau presented on the Individual Placement and Support (IPS) model and shared program data. She explained that five behavioral health cooperative programs currently use the IPS model, which is optional and depends on local interest and capacity. IPS is an evidence-based approach that promotes rapid placement in competitive, integrated employment for individuals with behavioral health disabilities. Programs using IPS must follow specific practices, such as smaller caseloads, fidelity reviews, and individualized, ongoing support. DOR contracts that include IPS also require delivery of a “vocational career profile” and set numeric targets for that service. Because DOR funding is limited, counties implementing IPS often supplement with other resources, like behavioral health funds, to support staff training and long-term services. Rambeau noted that DOR leadership is collaborating with the California Department of Health Care Services to align efforts like BH-Connect and streamline expectations around new behavioral health funding and reporting requirements.

Rambeau shared statewide data for fiscal year 2024–25, noting that DOR administered 255 cooperative programs serving 35,652 participants. Of those, over 5,000 were served through behavioral health programs. While behavioral health programs made up about 20% of all cooperative programs and served 15% of participants, they accounted for 53% of all successful closures (defined as participants employed for at least 90 days) highlighting their strong employment outcomes. Rambeau listed the counties without current behavioral health cooperative contracts and  emphasized DOR’s interest in expanding partnerships. 

Discussion and Q&A highlights after the presentation included the following: 
· Theresa Comstock, SRC member, expressed appreciation for the progress made in expanding behavioral health partnerships since she joined the SRC seven years ago. She asked what efforts are underway to increase participation among those not yet contracting with DOR. Rambeau responded that local DOR district leaders are actively building relationships with county behavioral health agencies and referring interested counties to the Cooperative Programs Section.
· Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, asked how cooperative programs support participants who need training or education for career advancement, noting that many job outcomes appeared to be entry-level. Rambeau explained that while cooperative programs focus on rapid employment, DOR can support training, certification, or postsecondary education through the participant’s vocational rehabilitation plan.
· Comstock explained that Proposition 1 and the Behavioral Health Services Act now require counties to offer IPS (with some flexibility for small counties). She suggested that counties may need to braid funding and staffing resources to meet these requirements and that partnering with DOR could be a helpful strategy.

Public comments:
· Danny Marquez, CASRA, asked how DOR is training its counselors to adopt the IPS model’s “zero exclusion” philosophy.
· Sarah Issacs, Disability Rights California, asked how clients can access behavioral health cooperative services.

[bookmark: _Hlk198296290]Item 14: VR Services Portion of the Unified State Plan 
Peter Frangel, Manager, DOR Policy Performance Section, provided an update on the modification to the 2024-27 VR Services Portion of the Unified State Plan (State Plan). The State Plan operates on a four-year cycle, with DOR currently preparing for the required two-year modification. The modification will take effect on July 1, 2026, and is a federally mandated update completed in collaboration with the California Workforce Development Board (CWDB), and other Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) core partners. 

The following timeline for the SRC’s involvement in the State Plan modification was reviewed:
· April 2025: SRC State Plan Committee meeting.
· April–June 2025: SRC members gathered stakeholder and DOR District feedback using discussion questions.
· June 2025: Preliminary update to the full SRC.
· July 2025: Subcommittee discussion of collected feedback.
· September 2025: Presentation of findings to the full SRC.

Kate Bjerke, SRC Executive Officer, reviewed the stakeholder questions developed in spring 2025. These questions addressed barriers to employment, underserved populations, service quality, employer partnerships, and innovative strategies. Bjerke followed with a summary the stakeholder feedback collected and presented a policy recommendation template developed to guide the SRC in drafting formal recommendations for inclusion in the State Plan. She explained that the SRC’s next step would be to use this template during the afternoon working session to begin draft recommendations for inclusion in the modification. SRC members then discussed the stakeholder feedback and began discussing potential SRC recommendations. 

Item 15: DOR Apprenticeship Program 
Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, welcomed Victor Duron, DOR Chief Deputy Director, and Mark Erlichman, DOR VR Employment Division Deputy Director to share an overview of the DOR Apprenticeship Program. 

Ehrlichman began by explaining the goal of the apprenticeship program is to address the shrinking pool of qualified counselor applicants. Currently, DOR hires Qualified Rehabilitation Professionals (QRPs) who hold a master’s degree in rehabilitation counseling or a closely related field. However, nationwide trends show that rehabilitation counseling programs are declining in number, and many are shifting from vocational rehabilitation to clinical counseling models. As a result, the number of graduates qualified for VR roles has decreased sharply.

Over the past eighteen months, DOR has worked with the California Division of Apprenticeship Standards, CalHR, and the U.S. Department of Labor, along with union partners and a university partner, to establish a Registered Apprenticeship Program for Qualified Rehabilitation Professionals. The program will offer a new entry route into the profession. Rather than replacing the master’s degree pathway, the apprenticeship supplements it, providing an alternative for individuals, particularly those with lived experience, who may not have the financial or time resources to pursue graduate education.

Ehrlichman explained that the apprenticeship model combines paid, on-the-job training with formal instruction through a university partner. Apprentices will complete approximately 18 graduate-level course units (equivalent to one-third of a master’s degree) over a two-year period, while receiving 200–300 hours of structured in-house training and mentorship. Participants will retain their full employee benefits and salary while learning. The apprenticeship program will launch with a pilot cohort of approximately 8–10 DOR employees, primarily Office Technicians, Service Coordinators, and Staff Services Analysts who already hold a bachelor’s degree. Over time, the program will scale up to support 20 apprentices per year, creating a continuous cycle of 40 active participants at any given time.

Ehrlichman noted that the program aligns with the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), which allows states to define qualifications for rehabilitation professionals. Apprentices who successfully complete the two-year program will meet minimum qualifications to serve as Qualified Rehabilitation Professionals. DOR is updating its State Plan modification and working with CalHR to incorporate these qualification changes.

Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, asked about the program’s geographic focus and whether consumers might eventually participate. Ehrlichman confirmed that the pilot would begin internally with existing DOR staff but could later include consumers or other state employees.

Shannon Coe, SRC Vice-Chair, commended the program’s alignment with Independent Living principles, noting that its emphasis on meeting consumers “where they are” reflects the philosophical foundation of VR. She asked whether the initial cohort would be sufficient to meet DOR’s counselor needs. Ehrlichman responded that DOR hires approximately 50 new counselors per year to maintain staffing levels. 

Yuki Nagasawa, SRC Policy Committee Chair, asked for clarification on how apprentices will balance coursework with their job duties. Ehrlichman explained that apprentices will complete coursework during paid work hours, with scheduling flexibility to ensure accessibility. The university credits earned can later apply toward a master’s degree, offering additional professional advancement opportunities.

Guillen and other members commended DOR’s leadership for developing a proactive, scalable solution to workforce shortages. 

Item 16: Policy Committee Report Out and Discussion 
Yuki Nagasawa, SRC Policy Committee Chair, provided an update from the July 24, 2025 and August 14, 2025 SRC Policy Committee meetings.  

During the July meeting, DOR leadership provided an update on efforts to streamline the Senior Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor (SVRC) Qualified Rehabilitation Professional (QRP) examination. The exam, which previously contained approximately sixty questions, has been reduced to ten targeted questions to simplify the process and encourage a larger applicant pool. She also reported that DOR is developing a Limited Examination and Appointment Program (LEAP) pathway for counselor positions. Previously, no LEAP option existed for vocational rehabilitation counselor roles. Establishing a LEAP exam and classification would allow individuals with disabilities to compete for counselor positions through an alternative testing route. 

Nagasawa then summarized the August 14 meeting, which featured a presentation by Victor Duron, DOR Chief Deputy Director and Mark Erlichman, DOR VR Employment Division Deputy Director, on DOR’s Rehabilitation Counselor Apprenticeship Program. She explained that because of the program’s broad significance, the Policy Committee recommended that the full SRC receive the presentation — which took place earlier in the day. As a next step, SRC members identified DOR’s reasonable accommodation program for DOR employees as the next topic for the SRC Policy Committee to explore. 

Public comment: 
· Ashley Duke, DOR Counselor, expressed gratitude for the SRC’s consideration of public feedback regarding telework and workplace accommodations. 

Item 17: Adopt-a-Region Report Outs (1:30 – 2:00 p.m.) 
SRC members reported out from recent discussions with their assigned DOR Regional Directors. 

Theresa Comstock – DOR Redwood Empire District
Comstock reported that in the Redwood Empire District, Regional Director Sean Nunez described a rise in caseloads. The increase appears linked to recent federal policy changes that reduced benefits and added work requirements, resulting in a surge of new applicants, including older adults seeking employment support. Information was shared about application processing timelines and the District’s utilization of Graduate Student Assistants. 

Theresa Comstock – DOR Central Coast District
For the DOR Central Coast District (formerly the DOR Santa Barbara District), Comstock spoke with Brian Winic, Regional Director, and Justin McIntire, District Administrator. They reported staffing shortages and caseload pressures, with counselors managing around 200 consumers each. Graduate students are helping alleviate workload, with new hires coming from CSU Monterey Bay and Cal Poly San Luis Obispo. District outreach and partnership efforts have included the following:
· DOR Business Specialists engaged employers during the California Rodeo in Salinas. 
· DOR staff toured Lompoc Federal Prison to develop reentry services for individuals soon to be released.
· Partnerships with Ventura County Behavioral Health and community-based organizations using the Individual Placement and Support (IPS) employment model.
· Expansion of DOR Student Services throughout Monterey County.

Shannon Coe – DOR Los Angeles South Bay District
Coe reported that the District is fully staffed but face continued high caseloads. Daphne Leak, District Administrator, emphasized the importance of strong management and morale. Her office achieved its highest job-placement rate in five years. The District is growing its partnerships with the Long Beach Workforce Investment Board to align employer engagement, training, and recruitment efforts. Local initiatives include expanding disability-awareness training for employers and promoting DOR as a model state employer. Coe noted that housing insecurity remains a major barrier for consumers.

Shannon Coe – DOR Orange/San Gabriel District
Coe reported that Sherri Han-Lam, Regional Director, highlighted programs serving justice-involved individuals, youth work-experience placements, and mental-health collaborations. The District partners with vendors such as Goodwill Orange County, Easterseals, and America Works to provide job coaching and placement support. Shortages of ASL interpreters remain a pressing challenge.

Michelle Bello – DOR Northern Sierra District 
Bello reported that Vivian Hernandez-Obaldia, Regional Director, spoke about the District’s   streamlined approach to serve youth in detention facilities through the Office of Youth and Community Restoration (OYCR) Youth Employment Initiative, launched in 2024. The District is also piloting the co-location of DOR staff at career centers to increase visibility and outreach.

Gregory Meza – DOR Greater East Bay Region District 
Meza met with Sharon O’Sullivan, Acting Regional Director, and Roberto Solorzano, District Administrator. The District reported counselor shortages and three vacant management positions. However, new recruitment tactics, such as outreach to graduate counseling programs and customized recruitment letters, have reduced vacancies from over 30 to 16. The District recently began serving youth in the juvenile justice system and is strengthening ties with America’s Job Centers of California (AJCCs). They received over 1,100 student-service applications in fiscal year 2024-25.  

Yuki Nagasawa – DOR Inland Empire District 
Nagasawa met with Alfonso Jimenez, Regional Director, and Joanne Reynolds, District Administrator. The District maintains strong ties with Cal State San Bernardino’s rehabilitation counseling program, a major pipeline for new graduate assistants. They reported stable staffing levels, supported by the region’s lower cost of living relative to coastal areas. The District provides virtual VR services across Southern California to address consumer wait times, which has proven highly effective. Student Services staff are developing partnerships with Phoenix Technology in Livermore, which manufactures firefighting helmets, to create career exploration opportunities for students interested in public-safety careers.

Yuki Nagasawa – DOR Blind Field Services
Nagasawa met with Deyanire Villachica, recently appointed District Administrator. Villachica plans to focus on timely case management and completion of annual reviews while she settles into her new role.

Ivan Guillen – DOR San Diego Region
Guillen reported meeting with Jeff Noyes, Regional Director, and Megan Contreras, District Administrator.  The District is launching apprenticeship partnerships with Legoland and Kaiser Permanente in Laguna Hills, as well as a pilot tech boot camp with Amazon that will prepare consumers for high-wage software jobs. A successful local Youth Leadership Forum (YLF) was hosted at San Diego State University, where students toured the campus and participated in leadership workshops. The district plans to continue the event annually.

Public Comment
· Ashley Duke, DOR Counselor, made remarks about the DOR Redwood Empire District’s caseload sizes. 

[bookmark: _Hlk198296351]Item 18: Debrief and Recommendations Discussion 
Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, opened the debrief session, explaining that this portion of the meeting was designed for SRC members to reflect on the meeting’s discussions and develop policy recommendations. Kate Bjerke, SRC Executive Officer, reviewed State Plan themes compiled from recent stakeholder feedback and Council deliberations.

Guillen then reviewed key themes identified by the Client Assistance Program (CAP) for consideration in the development of the 2026 State Plan modification. Themes included the following: prioritizing underrepresented populations, increasing access to computers and technological skills; advanced training and education; collaborating with businesses, state agencies, educational institutions and community based organizations; training on supported employment regulations; strengthening DOR’s vendor and service provider pool; and, the importance of data integration and real-time tracking.

The SRC members then developed and approved the following policy recommendations for inclusion in the modification to the 2024 – 2027 VR Services Portion of the Unified State Plan Action: Moved/seconded (Comstock/Coe), (Yes – Guillen, Coe, Comstock, Bello), (No – 0), (Robinson, Lentini, Meza), (Abstain – 0). 

SRC State Plan Modification Recommendation – DOR Staffing 
On March 5, 2025, the SRC recommended that DOR work to identify and address barriers to attracting and retaining staff. The SRC appreciates DOR’s commitment to exploring staffing solutions and its ongoing engagement with the SRC Policy Committee throughout 2025, including updates on the DOR apprenticeship program, the streamlined SVRC-QRP exam, and related workforce initiatives. The SRC recommends that DOR prioritize workforce development in the 2024–2027 State Plan Modification.   

SRC State Plan Modification Recommendation – Leveraging Partnerships
The SRC recommends that DOR prioritize leveraging partnerships in the 2024 – 2027 State Plan Modification. By strengthening partnerships with community-based organizations, independent living centers, workforce boards, and other service providers, individuals with disabilities can continue to access needed supports, even if an order of selection is implemented.

SRC State Plan Modification Recommendation – Vendor Development and Expansion
The SRC recommends that DOR prioritize vendor development and expansion in the 2024 – 2027 State Plan Modification. Developing and expanding the pool of available vendors is critical in order to reduce service delays, ensure equitable access to services throughout California, and  improving consumer choice, and increasing competitive integrated employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities.

SRC State Plan Modification Recommendation – Training
The SRC recommends that DOR prioritize staff training and consistency in policy implementation in the 2024–2027 State Plan Modification, ensuring that individuals with disabilities receive fair, timely, and equitable services regardless of where they live or which DOR office serves them. Ensuring that staff across California apply regulations and policies consistently is essential for equity, efficiency, and accountability in DOR’s service delivery. Comprehensive staff training will help increase consumer employment outcomes.

SRC State Plan Modification Recommendation – Expand Targeted Outreach
The SRC recommends that DOR prioritize outreach and service access for underrepresented groups in the 2024–2027 State Plan modification. Stakeholder feedback gathered in summer 2025 highlighted that specific disability groups and marginalized communities would benefit from expanded access to services:
· Individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (ID/DD), traumatic brain injuries, and behavioral health disabilities
· Youth in or exiting foster care, individuals with justice-system involvement, people experiencing homelessness, and individuals who are refugees
· Native American, LGBTQ+, and Deaf/hard of hearing consumers
· Asian and Pacific Islander consumers

Addendum: the SRC’s recommendation regarding targeted outreach was later modified by the full Council at a subsequent meeting held on November 13, 2025. The updated recommendation is as follows: “The SRC recommends that DOR expand outreach efforts to reach individuals and communities who may experience the most significant challenges with accessing VR services. This includes strengthening partnerships, improving communication about available resources, and using data and stakeholder feedback to identify areas where services are underutilized.”

SRC State Plan Modification Recommendation – Order of Selection
The SRC has closely monitored DOR’s workforce shortages, increased caseloads, resource and budget limitations. The Rehabilitation Act requires a state vocational rehabilitation agency to implement an Order of Selection (OOS) when it lacks sufficient staff or resources to serve all eligible individuals. An OOS prioritizes individuals with the most significant disabilities, ensuring that limited resources are directed to those with the greatest need. The SRC recognizes that an OOS is necessary in order for DOR to improve service quality, increase employment outcomes, and maintain the integrity of the VR program. Therefore, the SRC supports DOR’s decision to enter into an OOS for the modification to the 2024 – 2027 State Plan Modification. 

SRC State Plan Recommendation – Expanding the Pool of American Sign Language (ASL) Interpreters 
The SRC recommends that DOR prioritize increasing the pool of ASL interpreters as part of the 2024–2027 State Plan Modification, ensuring that all consumers can fully participate in the VR process and achieve meaningful employment outcomes.

Item 19: SRC Officer and Member Report Outs 
SRC members shared updates from their organizations, networks and constituency groups. 

Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair 
Guillen opened the report-out by sharing updates from the Client Assistance Program (CAP), which provides advocacy, information, and guidance to DOR clients and applicants. He explained that CAP’s approach emphasizes resolving issues at the lowest possible level, usually by engaging directly with VR counselors or team managers before proceeding to formal hearings. He reviewed the administrative review and fair hearing process for clients who disagree with DOR decisions.  Guillen shared that CAP recently participated in its first fair hearing under the new State Hearings Division, describing it as a learning experience. Although the decision did not favor the client, he emphasized that the hearing was a positive experience overall because it gave the client a platform to be heard. He commended the State Hearings Division for its “engaged neutrality” approach, which ensures both sides can present their positions fully and respectfully. Guillen concluded by encouraging consumers to contact CAP before filing for a hearing so they can receive information, strategies, and support in resolving disputes informally whenever possible.

Theresa Comstock, SRC Member 
Comstock gave updates from her work with the California Behavioral Health Coalition and the California Association of Local Behavioral Health Boards and Commissions. She announced the launch of a webpage containing Behavioral Health Services Act (BHSA) resources, including toolkits for organizations interested in participating in BHSA planning and program development at the local level. She also highlighted a recent panel discussion on integrating vocational and behavioral health services, which is now available as a recorded webinar on the coalition’s website. Concluding her remarks, Comstock reflected on her tenure with the SRC, expressing gratitude to fellow Council members, DOR staff, and the Executive Officer for their support and partnership. She said it had been an honor to serve and that she would miss working with the Council.

Shannon Coe – SRC Vice-Chair
Coe provided an update on behalf of the State Independent Living Council (SILC), announcing several leadership changes following recent elections. Coe reported that SILC’s August 2025 meeting featured updates from multiple agencies. The Department of Developmental Services (DDS) discussed challenges in its employment services section, noting that employers have not been hiring participants from a long-running internship program as anticipated. DDS is surveying partners to identify barriers and improve placement outcomes. She also mentioned updates from the In-Home Supportive Services (IHSS) program under the Department of Social Services, where ongoing budget cuts and operational restructuring are creating uncertainty. Coe described a presentation from a Southern California independent living center about their experiences during the Los Angeles wildfires earlier in the year. Many centers faced significant difficulties providing emergency services due to limited access to affected areas and inconsistent communication with agencies like the Red Cross. These lessons prompted SILC to consider prioritizing emergency preparedness and disaster response coordination in its next State Plan. Coe closed her report by noting her upcoming participation in the National Coalition of State Rehabilitation Councils (NCSRC) Fall Conference in San Diego in November 2025. 

Yuki Nagasawa – SRC Policy Committee Chair
Nagasawa reported on internal developments within her DOR district, explaining that management recently initiated monthly counselor meetings to improve efficiency and ensure service consistency amid evolving DOR policies, particularly regarding educational approvals. She expressed appreciation for these meetings, noting that they foster collaboration and guidance from supervisors. Nagasawa shared a success story about a former Youth Leadership Forum (YLF) participant who secured a paid peer specialist position mentoring new YLF students in Sacramento. 

Michelle Bello, SRC Member 
Bello provided updates from the California Department of Education (CDE) regarding the WorkAbility program, which supports student work experience and transition services.  WorkAbility currently supports over 230 programs statewide, collaborating closely with DOR’s Transition Partnership Program (TPP) to expand vocational opportunities for students with disabilities. Bello also shared that the long-anticipated Bridge to the Future Conference would return for the first time in three years. Scheduled for September 27–28, the conference is hosted by the California Transition Alliance and will feature sessions from Supporting Inclusive Practices (SIP), Family Empowerment Centers, Seeds of Partnership, and the California Community of Practice. 

Item 20: Future Agenda Items 
SRC members identified future agenda items:
· SRC Policy Committee to learn about DOR’s reasonable accommodation program.
· Update on the Alternative Pathway to a Diploma program and graduation standards for students with IEPs. 
· Update on the California Center for Inclusive College in summer 2026. 
· Information on Order of Selection (OOS), including: how it works, historical use, priority categories, waitlist management, and how OOS affects consumers and districts. 
· Keep behavioral health collaboration as a standing discussion item, including IPS expansion, county match structures, and strategies to bring in counties not yet partnered with DOR.
· Review DOR policy on providing computers and related technology (laptops, peripherals, software) to consumers.
· Ask DOR to report back on updated policies regarding maintenance supports.   
· Learn how a lack of stable housing affects DOR consumers’ employment outcomes.
· Update on the pause of paid work experience for adult consumers. 
· Update on the implementation of DOR’s apprenticeship program. 

Ivan Guillen, SRC Chair, adjourned the September 10 – 11, 2025 SRC quarterly meeting at 4:00 p.m. 
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