
Blind Services Planning Council 

Meeting agenda for Friday, December 6, 2024, 9:30 AM 

 

Present: Edward Birmingham, Dustin Cather, Dan Tevelde, John Holtgreve, Sharon 
Howerton, Ingrid Halvorsen, Daniel Hawkins, Whitney Hill, Derrick Phillips, Latisha 
Houston, Steven Dennis, Andy Losasso, Rahnee Patrick, Calvette Brown, Andrew 
Webb, Jasmine Gonzalez 

 

Support Staff: Brittany Boston, Coryn Barger, and Sarah Blalock 

 

9:30 AM Call to order and Opening remarks: Sharon Howerton, Chairperson 

Chairperson Howerton welcomed the group and called the meeting to order at 9:36 AM. 
Ms. Howerton asked Ms. Brittany Boston to review ISU’s role and team for the group. 

Ms. Brittany Boston introduced the ICSPS team and reviewed their role in supporting 
the Blind Services Planning Council, specifically noting the addition of Ms. Coryn Barger 
who will be taking minutes for Council meetings. Completed minutes will be sent to the 
Council Chair for initial review and will then be sent out to the rest of the committee for 
additional feedback. Ms. Boston and Ms. Blalock will continue to set up Zoom rooms for 
meetings, send calendar invites, and send out emails with meeting agendas and 
minutes to be approved as well as reports. Ms. Boston noted that the ICSPS contract is 
currently set to end on June 30th,2025.  

Mr. Andy Losasso noted that the decision was made to bring in ICSPS to support the 
boards that are assigned to DRS. Mr. Losasso stated that Ms. Boston and her team 
have worked with other boards and organizations that are subject to OMA and report to 
the Governor’s office, the largest of which is the Illinois Workforce Innovation Board. Mr. 
Losasso stated that this was the main reason for submitting the bid for a contract with 
ICSPS. The services provided by ICSPS will keep the Blind Services Planning Council 
OMA compliant. Mr. Losasso noted that the contract with ICSPS is a lower cost than 
hiring a full-time employee and will prevent turnover related to overload. Mr. Losasso 
asked council members to reach out to him with questions or concerns. 

Chairperson Howerton clarified that the term OMA refers to the Open Meetings Act. 
Additionally, Ms. Howerton stated that the additional support staff will not interfere with 
the Council’s established rhythm. The draft meeting minutes will be sent to her for 
review. 

9:45 AM Review and acceptance of meeting minutes from October 4, 2024 

Chairperson Howerton noted that the Minutes from the last Quarterly meeting were sent 
out two weeks ago and asked if anyone would like to add notes or corrections. Hearing 
none, Ms. Howerton called for a motion to approve the October 4, 2024, Blind Services 
Planning Council Meeting Minutes as presented. Mr. Daniel Hawkins made a motion to 
approve. Ms. Whitney Hill seconded the motion. All present members of the Blind 



Services Planning Council voted in the affirmative. The motion carries. The October 4, 
2024, Blind Services Planning Council Meeting Minutes stand approved as presented.   

9:50 AM Division of Rehabilitation Services (DRS) Bureau of Customer & 
Community Blind Services (BCCBS) Reports 

• Rahnee Patrick, DRS Director 
 
DRS Director Rahnee Patrick stated that she has been focusing 
on how the Division of Rehabilitation Services can be supportive 
in furthering competitive integrated employment in the state of 
Illinois. Director Patrick stated that she has been working to find 
other resources for agencies holding 14-C certificates, which 
are waivers to the Department of Labor’s Fair Labor Act which 
asks that individuals be paid minimum wage or above. In 
certificate-holding agencies, people with disabilities are currently 
permitted to be paid at a production rate. Director Patrick noted 
that certificate-holding agencies in Illinois are paid at Piece 
Rate.  
 
Director Patrick stated that she has been visiting organizations 
that are working with Vocational Rehabilitation in Illinois as well 
as their affiliated local offices to transform their business 
models. 
 
Director Patrick stated that she had attended an Employment 
Network Trade Association Conference in Kansas City. At the 
conference, Director Patrick noted that a key speaking point 
was Benefits Counseling. Organizations are paid through the 
Social Security Administration to assist people in understanding 
how their Social Security check and Medicaid eligibility tied to 
Social Security benefits will be impacted by receiving payment 
through competitive integrated employment. Director Patrick 
noted that she attended the conference because Vocational 
Rehabilitation Agencies are paid through the Social Security 
Administration when they assist individuals in coming off of 
Social Security Benefits.  
 
Director Patrick stated that she and Ms. Teresa Rodriguez, the 
Bureau Chief over Committee Engagement at DRS, will sponsor 
the 14 certificate-holding organizations to learn and become 
certified in Benefit Counseling. 
 
Director Patrick noted rule changes that have allowed VR to 
become more accessible. Comprehensive Transition Programs 
are now in place to pay for schooling for individuals with 
intellectual disabilities to live on campus and learn work skills.  



 
Additionally, Director Patrick noted that DRS has onboarded Ms. 
Calvette Brown into her new role as BEPB Administrator. 
 
Director Patrick stated that the Annual Training for the ICBV, 
noting that based on feedback from the Rehab Services 
Administration, the State Licensing Agency had to forego 
elections on the planned date due to irregularities. Director 
Patrick thanked the Council for their leadership regarding the 
situation.  
 
Mr. Dustin Cather asked Director Patrick if she had spoken 
about the Pathways to Success Program at the University of 
Illinois and asked if they would be working with transition-aged 
blind and low-vision students enrolled in that program. Director 
Patrick noted that she had not spoken specifically about the 
program but stated that there is no intention to exclude blind or 
low-vision students.  
 
Chairperson Howerton asked Director Patrick if State Services 
would be involved with FOGLIA Residences. Additionally, 
Chairperson Howerton asked whether students would be 
required to initiate services on their own if necessary. Ms. 
Latisha Houston stated that they have had a few customers 
participating in their training program and noted that there are 
currently 3 residing there with 2 more incoming. Ms. Houston 
noted that there are social workers in place for assistance, but 
residents are required to initiate assistance.  
 

• Andrew Webb, Bureau Chief: BCCBS 
 
Bureau Chief Andrew Webb introduced himself to the Council, 
noting that his first month as Bureau Chief has been an exciting 
and busy one, noting that he has been familiarizing himself with 
fellow staff members, dialoguing with Ms. Latisha Houston, and 
visiting ICRE-Wood as often as possible.  
 
Bureau Chief Webb noted that he was able to attend the Illinois 
Committee of Blind Vendors meeting to hear their concerns 
directly. Bureau Chief Webb noted that it is his mission to make 
The Bureau as inclusive and accessible as possible. One major 
goal is to ensure that documents generated by the Bureau be 
made more accessible. Bureau Chief Webb will maintain 
communication with Mike Scott and the Office of Information 
Accessibility to continue those efforts. Another goal is to further 
promote disability awareness through staff training. Another 



initiative is to get the Bureau back on track in terms of its 
capacity to generate documents for Bureau customers in braille.  
 
Mr. Derrick Phillips noted that Wi-Fi at ICRE-Wood has been an 
issue in the past and asked that Mr. Webb keep that ongoing 
issue in mind as he continues to make improvements. Bureau 
Chief Webb stated that he would continue to communicate with 
Ms. Latisha Houston about improvements.  
 
Ms. Latisha Houston noted that a number of Wi-Fi hot spots 
have been approved so that customers can connect with their 
laptops. However, additional external devices such as braille 
displays are not able to be connected. Ms. Houston stated that 
the hot spots will have to be removed once Wi-Fi is re-
established.  
 
Mr. Dan Tevelde expressed concern with this ongoing issue, 
noting that current students are in need of assistance. 
Additionally. Mr. Tevelde asked whether braille is being taught 
to the students and if braille materials are being provided. Ms. 
Houston noted that they are training students to use braille 
displays and are working to improve the Wi-Fi issue so that they 
can use their devices.  
 
Ms. Houston stated that they are looking into multiple braille 
displays but limited access to Wi-Fi has made that endeavor 
difficult.  
 
Mr. Losasso asked Ms. Houston and Bureau Chief Webb to 
meet with him offline to further discuss the possibility of hot 
spots being turned off.  
 
Mr. Daniel Hawkins suggested the addition of a router to split 
the network so that there is an open Wi-Fi network as well as a 
secure side.  
 

• Heather Speth, Assistant Bureau Chief: BCCBS  
 
Ms. Ingrid Halvorsen noted that there are openings for the 
Region 4 Supervisor position as well as several counselor 
positions.  
 
Ms. Halvorsen thanked DRS for moving on the Rehab 
Instructors as it will be a great benefit to BCCBS.  
 



Additionally, Ms. Halvorsen expressed pride in the jobs that 
BCCBS has helped blind and low-vision individuals to obtain, 
because their average wage is higher than individuals with other 
disabilities.  
 
Ms. Halvorsen noted that in the past month, she has witnessed 
increased morale and stated that she looks forward to 
continuing to work with Bureau Chief Webb.  
 

• Latisha Houston, ICRE-Wood Superintendent: ICRE-Wood 
 
Superintendent Latisha Houston stated that the new term began 
on September 4th. There are currently 30 customers: 18 
commuters, 10 residents, and 2 remote customers. Ms. Houston 
noted that there is currently a waiting list for new customers who 
would like to come into the program. The current program will 
end on December 18th. Graduation will take place on December 
19 at 10:30 AM. The next term will begin on January 7.  
 
Superintendent Houston expressed her excitement for another 
Residential Care Worker, noting that they are now full as far as 
dorm staff. Additionally, a Rehab Mobility Instructor will be 
starting on December 16.  
 
Superintendent Houston highlighted ICRE-Wood’s participation 
in the Blind Service Chicago Expo as an exhibitor, noting that 
they were able to take a group of customers to the expo to learn 
about additional resources available to them.  
 
Chairperson Howerton asked if there had been any movement 
in terms of instructor positions. Superintendent Houston noted 
that they are still waiting for other positions to be filled.  
 
Mr. Derrick Phillips asked Ms. Houston if there were any plans 
to add a nurse or additional medical staff in the dorms. 
Additionally, Mr. Phillips asked about the number of potential 
residents in regions 3, 4, and 5. Ms. Houston stated that Rehab 
Instructors are able to teach individuals about properly using 
their medical equipment. However, a Diabetic Educator referred 
by a physician is required regarding physical testing such as 
glucose testing on fingertips.  
 

• Calvette Brown, Assistant Bureau Chief: Business 
Enterprise Program for the Blind (BEPB)  
 



Assistant Bureau Chief of the BEPB Calvette Brown stated that 
the training unit has finalized executing training for VR 
Counselors to satisfy the requirement of the Randolph 
Shepherd Act to have, at all times, during the bidding process, 1 
VR Counselor, 2 Blind Vendors, and the Director of Training 
Personnel. Additionally, the training unit is updating managers 
and other appropriate staff to ensure that background checks 
are in the files. The files are also being visited in a detailed 
manner to ensure that the anniversary dates of blind vendors, 
lists of certified vendors, and licensing requirements are 
updated.  
 
Ms. Brown stated that within the past month, 4 managers have 
been inventoried.  
 
Regarding the Budget and Contracts Department, Ms. Brown 
announced that all MOU’s and Contracts that needed to be 
renewed for FY’2025 have been uploaded to BidBuy. 
 
Ms. Brown announced that the Director has approved a budget 
increase that will allow the BEPB to get every vendor in the 
program new bill sorters and coin counters. 
 
Ms. Brown stated that the BEPB has been working on 
transitioning all their Department of Correctional Centers with 
new caching systems because the ones currently in use are 
outdated. It will be a slow but continuous process. Additionally, 
BEPB’s MOU Contract with the Department of Corrections has 
been finalized on their end. Director Patrick has signed off and 
is awaiting finalization from the Department of Corrections.  
 
Ms. Brown noted that multiple locations are being transitioned to 
vendor locations or will be renovated to bring in more 
customers.  
 
Ms. Brown noted that the FOGLIA Residences will allow BEPB 
Vendors to use at least one of their lower-level retail spaces for 
a mega-market or franchising opportunity. Regarding the 555 
Monroe Building, BEPB is looking into the possibility of a 
location within that building. Additionally, the BEPB now has a 
contact/liaison at the county building.  
 
Ms. Brown announced that a food truck training curriculum will 
be added to the current curriculum. A food truck has also been 
donated to the program for training purposes by Ms. Janet 
Wetmore.  



 
Mr. Edward Birmingham asked Ms. Brown whether all vendors 
would be receiving coin counters and bill sorters. Ms. Brown 
stated that the funds approved will cover all requested coin 
counters and bill sorters. Additionally, Mr. Birmingham asked 
about the MOU (memorandum of understanding) for 
Corrections, asking for clarification on who needs to take final 
action. Ms. Brown stated that Director Patrick and the BEPB 
have done all that is required of her, and they are now waiting 
on the Department of Corrections.  
 
Mr. Birmingham asked Ms. Brown for clarification on which 
location on Wood Street would be remodeled. Ms. Brown stated 
that Nicky Nishijima’s location will be remodeled to 
accommodate machines instead of staff.  
 

10:30 AM Committee Reports 

• State Rehabilitation Committee (SRC) Sharon Howerton 

   Chairperson Howerton stated that she attended The State   
   Rehab Council Meeting on November 13th. Chairperson Howerton  
   stated that they did have a review by the Rehab Service   
   Administration, the overseeing organization at the federal level for  
   Rehab. They are currently waiting for the written report.   
   Chairperson Howerton noted that this process could take months. 

  Additionally, Chairperson Howerton highlighted the advocacy of  
   stakeholders  who attended the State Rehab Council Meeting for  
   vacancies in Blind Services.  

  One specific area of interest regarding the State Rehab Council  
   Meeting was the Client Assistance Program, which is managed  
   through Equip for Equality. Chairperson Howerton stated that Mr.  
   Christopher Garcia, new leadership for the Client Assistance  
   Program, noted delays in addressing appeals. An additional point of 
   interest regarding the meeting was the number of services that will  
   be exempt from financial analysis.  

  Chairperson Howerton welcomed members of the board to join the  
   SRC if they have interest in engagement.  

 

10:35 AM Consumer Group Reports 

• Illinois Council of the Blind (ICB) Sharon Howerton 

• National Federation of the Blind of Illinois (NFBI) Dan Tevelde 



  These reports were submitted prior to the meeting, and there were no  
  questions from the committee.  

10:45 AM Guest Comments  

Before opening the floor for public comment, Ms. Howerton noted that the 
next meeting will be taking place on April 4, 2025, at 9:30 AM.  

Ms. Howerton asked the group if they would prefer to meet on June 27th or 
July 11th. A majority of members asked that the meeting take place on 
June 27th. The meeting will be moved to JUNE 27th, 2025. Ms. Brittany 
Boston will ensure that this date change is reflected in the meeting 
calendar.  

Ms. Howerton opened the floor for public comment. There was none.  

10:55 AM  Next meeting: 

•  April 4, 2025, 9:30 AM 

11:00 AM Elections for positions of Chairperson, Vice Chairperson, and 
Secretary   

Chairperson – Sharon Howerton 

Vice Chairperson – Edward Birmingham 

Secretary – Daniel Hawkins 

Mr. Dan Tevelde made a motion to approve Ms. Sharon Howerton as 
Chairperson, Mr. Edward Birmingham as Vice Chairperson, and Mr. Daniel 
Hawkins as Secretary of the Blind Services Planning Council. All present board 
members voted in the affirmative. 

An official vote for these positions will take place during the next BSPC Quarterly 
Meeting on April 4, 2025. 

Ms. Sarah Blalock will work with Mr. Daniel Hawkins to find a more accessible 
way to share OMA training with this board. 

11:15 AM Adjourn 

 Chairperson Howerton called for a motion to adjourn. Mr. Daniel Hawkins made a 

 motion to adjourn. Mr. Edward Birmingham seconded the motion. All present 

 Council members voted in the affirmative. The motion carries. The December 6, 

 2024, Blind Services Planning Council Meeting adjourned at 10:53 AM. 

 A closed session began at 10:53 AM. The closed session Adjourned at 11:14 AM 


