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September 8, 2026

Director's Report – Stacy Cervenka

The past several months have been a busy period at the Iowa Department for the Blind (IDB). All summer, our building has been filled with adjustment-to-blindness center students and summer youth program students and staff. At the same time, we have begun preparing for intensive monitoring by the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) in Federal Fiscal Year 2028. In preparation, IDB has engaged the Vocational Rehabilitation Technical Assistance Center (VRTAC) through an intensive technical assistance agreement to strengthen our vocational rehabilitation processes and ensure we are well prepared for the federal review.

RSA Monitoring
IDB has been selected for onsite monitoring by the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) in Federal Fiscal Year 2028. RSA monitoring is a comprehensive review of the agency’s vocational rehabilitation program, including program performance, use and expenditure of federal funds, and compliance with requirements under the Rehabilitation Act and other laws and regulations. The process typically involves extensive review of agency policies, procedures, data, case records, and other documentation, along with discussions with agency leadership and vocational rehabilitation counselors. RSA’s current Monitoring and Technical Assistance Guide emphasizes both compliance and continuous improvement, with the goal of improving services and employment outcomes for VR participants.

In preparation for this monitoring, we have engaged the Vocational Rehabilitation Technical Assistance Center (VRTAC) in an intensive technical assistance agreement. VRTAC visited IDB in March to conduct a VR Wellness Check. We used the results of the VR Wellness Check to identify areas in which we would like to improve, including Pre-Employment Transition Services; staff recruitment, retention, and training; informed choice and client-centered planning; program evaluation; fiscal and resource management; strengthening internal controls; improving the accounting interface with our Client Management System; quality employment strategies; supported employment; and workforce partnerships.

Leadership Education and Advocacy Program (LEAP)
Blind and low vision students from across Iowa participated in eight weeks of college and career readiness programming through IDB’s Leadership Education and Advocacy Program (LEAP). During Block 1, IDB partnered with Sky’s the Limit to give students firsthand experience of college life at Drake University. Students stayed in the dorms, ate in the cafeteria, and traveled throughout campus for classes in self-advocacy, adaptive technology, career exploration, college readiness, and other pre-employment skills.  During Block 2, IDB partnered with Independence Science for two weeks of career exploration in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM), with one week focused on forensic science and the other on careers in health and nutrition. During Block 3, students explored careers in the music and entertainment industry through a partnership with the Filomen M. D’Agostino Greenberg Music School. Students participated in music performance, production, and technology activities, including learning Brazilian percussion pieces, working in a recording studio to learn about sound engineering and track recording, and performing for IDB staff. During the final block, students focused on employment readiness skills at IDB.

New Orientation Center for the Blind Administrator
Brianna Murray joined IDB as the new Administrator of the Orientation Center for the Blind on June 22. Brianna previously served as Business Relations Specialist at the New Jersey Commission for the Blind, where she developed an employment program connecting adjustment-to-blindness center students with job shadowing, volunteer opportunities, internships, and part-time employment. Prior to that, she served as Director of Project RISE, a vocational rehabilitation-funded pre-employment transition services program operated by the National Federation of the Blind of Virginia. Brianna also founded and leads a mental health support group for guide dog handlers.

National Council of State Agencies for the Blind
Brianna Murray and I will present at the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind (NCSAB) Fall Conference in November in Frisco, Texas. Our presentation, “Reimagining Adjustment to Blindness Center Training,” was selected for the conference program.
The presentation will examine how IDB has responded to declining participation in adjustment-to-blindness center training while maintaining high expectations and rigorous skills training. We will discuss the agency’s review of longstanding Orientation Center policies through the lenses of informed consumer choice, rehabilitation ethics, and professional judgment, as well as changes including individualized training options, flexible program lengths, and a revised approach to learning shade use. We will also discuss the rationale for these changes, staff engagement and organizational change, and early outcomes, including a significant increase in student enrollment.

State Workforce Development Board
I continue to serve as a member of the Iowa State Workforce Development Board (SWDB). The SWDB provides statewide leadership for Iowa’s workforce development system, including oversight of the state workforce development plan and review of policies and programs designed to strengthen and coordinate workforce services. The Board works across state agencies, employers, labor, education, and other workforce partners to support a coordinated system for helping Iowans prepare for and obtain employment.

DART Partnership
IDB partnered with DART to provide an orientation to the Des Moines public transportation system for blind and low vision staff who were new to Iowa and other interested staff. The training included route planning; fare, pass, and payment options; an overview of paratransit and other services available to riders with disabilities; orientation to a city bus and a short ride; and orientation to DART Central Station.

DART will also provide periodic transportation trainings for students at IDB’s Orientation Center for the Blind, covering these same topics as part of their daily Seminar. During the last week of September, DART staff will be at Seminar classes each day, providing information on DART route planning; fare, pass, and payment options; and Paratransit and other services for riders with disabilities. On Thursday, students will spend the afternoon with DART staff, receiving an orientation to a city bus and taking a short ride to DART Central Station to an orientation of that station as well.

SSP Program
IDB has been working with the Helen Keller National Center to explore establishing a Support Service Provider (SSP) program for deafblind Iowans. Commissioners will receive additional information about the proposed program at the Commission meeting.

State Representative Eddie Andrews
I provided a tour of IDB to Iowa State Representative Eddie Andrews. He was very impressed with our facilities, programs, and services. He indicated an interest in ensuring that other legislators have the opportunity to tour our building and learn more about our programs. 

Social Security Reimbursements
Federal law allows vocational rehabilitation agencies to receive reimbursement from the Social Security Administration (SSA) when a client who is receiving Social Security disability benefits returns to work and achieves the required earnings level. These reimbursements return federal Social Security Trust Fund dollars to state VR agencies and can provide an important additional source of funding.

IDB has begun the process of submitting claims for these reimbursements and has received $106,295.91 in reimbursements so far, this fiscal year. Three additional claims totaling $267,048.80 have been approved for payment, and we expect those funds to be received by the end of August. This represents an important new revenue source for IDB, and we look forward to using these funds to strengthen our agency, including for staff training and other projects that support improved services and employment outcomes for Iowans who are blind or low vision.

VRT Master’s Degree Program
IDB is continually looking for ways to ensure our clients have access to the highest-quality blindness rehabilitation services. We have been working with the University of Massachusetts Boston, which offers a highly regarded Vision Rehabilitation Therapy (VRT) master’s degree program and scholarship opportunities that could allow IDB staff to pursue master’s degrees in VRT at little or no cost to them. There is currently no blindness rehabilitation professional preparation program in Iowa. We have begun conversations with several Iowa universities that have expressed interest in developing a VRT master’s degree program. Establishing such a program would require qualified VRT professionals in Iowa who could help develop and teach the program. By supporting IDB staff in pursuing VRT master’s degrees through UMass Boston, we can build this expertise within IDB, develop staff who can train other IDB employees, and potentially create a pool of qualified professionals who could help establish and teach a VRT program at a university in Iowa.

Class for IDB Instructors
Brianna Murray, April Stotz, and I are working with Dr. Allison Levine, coordinator of the Clinical Rehabilitation Counseling Program at the University of Iowa, to develop a specialized class for IDB’s in-home Rehabilitation Instructors, Center Instructors, and Retreat Instructors. The class will focus on assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation when working with individual clients. The goal is to give instructors a stronger foundation for assessing each client’s needs, developing individualized training plans, delivering services, and evaluating progress. We are hoping to implement the class later this year or in early 2027. 

Maquoketa Caves State Park Mini-Retreat
IDB’s Information Specialist Mary Horton and I were pleased to join the Independent Living Division’s mini retreat at Maquoketa Caves State Park in July. Our home management classroom for the day was a picnic shelter, where participants learned to grill hamburgers, hot dogs, and foil-wrapped vegetables, as well as prepare fruit salad and other sides. I then had the pleasure of teaching cane travel again. It was particularly enjoyable to return to direct instruction and lead a class on constant contact, two-point touch, three-point touch, and touch-and-slide techniques. Students then had the opportunity to put these skills to use on a hike.

Leadership Team Partnerships
We have begun inviting leadership teams from other state agencies to join our Wednesday morning IDB Leadership Team meetings as an opportunity to build relationships and learn from one another. We have a standing quarterly joint leadership team meeting with Iowa Vocational Rehabilitation Services (IVRS) and recently hosted the leadership team from the Iowa Office of Civil Rights. We look forward to welcoming them back this fall. In September, we will host the leadership team from the Iowa Department of Transportation.

National Rehabilitation Leadership Institute
In early August, I attended the third weeklong session in this year’s National Rehabilitation Leadership Institute’s Executive Leadership Seminar. The theme of this week’s session was Leading Change and Organizational Transformation. It was helpful to learn about some of the challenges other state VR agencies are facing and work together toward making change and developing solutions, both within our own agencies and in the national VR program as a whole. 

Upcoming All-Staff Training
Our annual three-day all-staff training will take place in Des Moines the week of September 8. On Tuesday, September 8, and Wednesday morning, September 9, individual IDB divisions and teams will meet for team-specific training, professional development, and technical assistance. On Wednesday afternoon, all staff will gather for Department-wide updates and a presentation from the American Foundation for the Blind (AFB).

AFB’s Public Policy and Research Institute serves as a think tank and conducts research on the experiences of blind and low vision people in the United States. AFB researchers will share findings from two recent studies that are particularly relevant to IDB’s work. The first examines the experiences of older adults losing vision as they navigate gaps in the blindness rehabilitation system. The second looks at how blind employees are using artificial intelligence in the workplace. AFB will also discuss recommendations for improving services for older adults with vision loss and preparing jobseekers to use AI tools in the workplace.

On Thursday, individual divisions and teams will continue their professional development, training, and technical assistance activities, and all staff will receive an update from the Iowa Department of Management. On Friday, staff will hear presentations and have an opportunity for hands-on exploration of the latest high- and low-tech adaptive technology from Easterseals, NanoPac, and the Iowa Library for the Blind and Print Disabled.

In Summary
Taken together, these efforts reflect IDB’s focus on building the expertise, partnerships, and systems we need to provide high-quality services to Iowans who are blind and low vision. We are investing in our staff, strengthening our programs, expanding opportunities for clients, and developing partnerships with universities, other state agencies, and national organizations. We have a significant amount of work ahead of us, including preparing for RSA monitoring, but we are using that work as an opportunity to identify areas where we can improve and build a stronger agency for the future.

Financial – Daniel Palmeter

Federal Grant Update:
We have received all the Grant Award Notices for Federal Fiscal year 2026.  The State Match for the FY26 Vocational Rehabilitation grant must be spent by 9/30/2026.  As of August 1, the department matched $1,444,681 of the required $2,299,793.
 
Budget Report:
Enclosed is the budget report on State FY26 through 07/31/2026.  As of this date, the department spent 89% of the budget.  The largest area of surplus funds was generated by the personnel budget due to the numerous, extended vacancies the department has experienced.  The department spent 78% of the personnel budget by state fiscal year end.

The SFY27 budget has been signed by the Governor with no appropriation increase for the department.  The budget was appropriated at the same amount as FY26, so adjustments were made to department vacant positions to enact a balanced budget.  All other components of the budget are set similar to FY26.
 
Construction Budget Update:
The Chiller project funding is in the process of rolling forward to FY27. The state budget for FY27 includes an additional $250,000 for the project.

Communication – Connie Mendenhall

Website and Social Media
The Comms team is made up of Director Cervenka, me, and Information Specialist Mary Horton. We are continuing to work on promoting IDB events, awareness months, and promotional brochures.  We continue to review our social media, website, brochures and flyers to be sure we are promoting concise and consistent messages internally and externally. 

Outreach

Outreach events typically slow down during the summer, however I was able to present to the Therapy Department at Mercy One in Waterloo, participated on a panel for IT Takes One Advocate Stories hosted by Envision America and presented at Bickford of Cedar Falls.
My Outreach schedule for September and October includes participating at the Iowa Developmental Disability Council conference, presenting in Spencer and attending the Northern Iowa Southern Minnesota Veterans Stand Down conference in Mason City. 

October Outreach will include traveling to each of the IowaWorks job centers in Iowa to talk with the staff about ways to partner and enhance Blind and Low Vision Iowans experience. IDB will also be submitting a White Cane Awareness Day proclamation request to Governor Reynolds.

Events
July
· 2 – Participated in meetings with Director Cervenka, IVRS, and IowaWorks staff on was to partner.
· 21 - Presented to the Therapy Department at Mercy One in Waterloo – 20 attending
August
· 11 – Participated as a panelist for Envision It Takes One Advocate Stories – 250 registered attendees

Policy, Procedure, and Document Management System
IDB has chosen Power DMS as our Policy, Procedure and Document Management System
We have continued to work with Power DMS reporting accessibility issues and they are continuing to make updates. I met with staff from the different departments and we have begun uploading documents into the system and are hoping to begin training end users by December.

Education and Training – April Stotz
The Education and Training Department has been busy this past quarter. The Summer LEAP program was a great success, offering four two‑week blocks of Pre‑Employment Transition Services camps.

The first camp was held at Drake University, where students explored college life, met with several campus offices, toured the grounds, and learned about careers in IT.

During the second block, students returned to the IDB building for a focus on science—specifically forensic science and food science. In the first week, they investigated a mock crime scene in the IDB building, analyzing blood‑spatter patterns, footprints, and more. In the second week, they learned about the science of food and nutrition, experimented with recipes, and explored how different foods are made.

After the holiday break, the third block centered on music. Students learned to play instruments, explored careers in the music industry, and gained hands‑on experience with music production. By the end of the block, they created their own music track and performed a concert for staff.

The final block focused on Work‑Based Learning. Students volunteered at various locations, participated in tours, and completed informational interviews aligned with their interests.

More than 20 students participated in this year’s summer program, each gaining valuable skills to support their transition.

The Education and Training team is now preparing for the 2026–2027 school year. We are developing agendas, lesson plans, and application processes for the Weekend Retreats for Youth and the Skills Retreats—and planning has already begun for next summer’s LEAP program. This year’s retreat schedule is listed below.

Weekend Retreats for Youth
October 30 - November 1, 2026
December 18 – 20, 2026
January 15-17, 2027
February 12 – 14, 2027
April 16 – 18, 2027
May 14 - 16, 2027 
 
Skills Retreats
November 15 – 20, 2026
December 6 – 11, 2026
January 24 – 29, 2027
February 21 – 26, 2027
March 21 – 26, 2027
April 25 – 30, 2027
Independent Living Program - Kimberley Walford

Older Individuals, who are Blind Technical Assistance Conference
As an appointed member of the Olmstead Consumer Taskforce, I continue to attend meetings with their taskforce meetings and as a guest at their planning meetings. Recently, Federal officials are reversing long-held positions in multiple court cases on the rights of people with disabilities to access home and community-based services, fueling concerns of a return to institutionalization. This is a significant shift in the federal government’s position on disability rights, particularly the Olmstead principle that people with disabilities should receive services in the most integrated setting appropriate to their needs.

The key point is that the Justice Department’s June 2026 Office of Legal Counsel memo does not itself overturn Olmstead or change the underlying law. Rather, it changes how the federal government says it interprets and will enforce the ADA’s integration mandate and related Section 504 protections.

The practical concerns are substantial:
1. Children with complex medical needs: DOJ is now challenging protections designed to keep children from being unnecessarily placed in nursing homes and other institutions.
2. People with intellectual and developmental disabilities: DOJ withdrew from Steward v. Abbott, a Texas case concerning people with developmental disabilities living in nursing facilities (Steward v. Abbott | Civil No. 5:10-cv-1025-OLG | W.D. Tex. | Judgment | Law | CaseMine)
3. Other existing settlements and cases: Advocates are concerned that DOJ could reconsider or stop defending other Olmstead-related agreements and litigation.
4. Section 504: A separate 2024 HHS regulation requires federally funded health programs to provide services in the most integrated setting appropriate and addresses the risk of unnecessary institutionalization. The federal government's position in litigation challenging that rule could therefore be particularly consequential.
5. Enforcement capacity: Even though individuals can still bring lawsuits under existing disability-rights laws, DOJ has resources and investigative authority that individual families and small advocacy organizations generally do not have.

The historical concern is institutionalization. Olmstead v. L.C. arose from women with mental disabilities who were unnecessarily confined in a state institution. The Supreme Court held in 1999 that unjustified segregation of people with disabilities can constitute discrimination under the ADA.

So, the dispute isn't simply about whether the ADA still exists. It is about how aggressively the federal government will enforce the ADA and Section 504's community-integration requirements—and whether states will face federal pressure to expand home- and community-based services rather than relying on institutional settings.

Iowa Solutions for Aging with Independence and Longevity (IA SAIL)
Iowa Department for the Blind (IDB) is a stakeholder with IA SAIL so it’s important to keep the public aware that we continue to participate as a stakeholder with this group.

IA SAIL is an Iowa HHS initiative to address aging issues across the lifespan through collaboration between government agencies, community partners, and nonprofits.

Launched by the Division of Aging and Disability Services (ADS) within the Iowa Department of Health and Human Services, IA SAIL is a statewide project designed to understand, plan for, and address aging challenges from birth to death. It brings together diverse stakeholders to ensure person‑centered services and supports so Iowans can age with independence and health in their chosen communities.

Mission: To understand, plan for, and address aging issues across multiple sectors and systems, ensuring access to the services needed.
Vision: All persons in Iowa age with independence and health across their lifespans

IA SAIL gathers input through:
Town hall meetings
Work group discussions
Focus groups
Surveys
Interviews with subject matter experts

· Make a Recommendation: Share ideas on how to address aging and disability issues in Iowa.

· Join the IA SAIL Partnership: Participate as a representative from state agencies, community partners, service providers, or people with lived experience
Upcoming Program Staff Training 
Quarterly and monthly Independent Living staff trainings are planned in the coming months. These trainings are designed to provide valuable education and practical tools that staff can apply in their work in the field.
Our goal is to enhance staff knowledge, strengthen professional skills, and ensure that team members feel confident and prepared as they continue to support and serve our agency’s clients. These training opportunities will focus on relevant topics, best practices, and resources that can further strengthen the quality of services we provide.

Independent Living Mini-Skills Retreats
On August 12, 2026, a Mini Regional Skills Retreat was held in Milford, Iowa, providing clients with opportunities to develop practical independent living, travel, and self-advocacy skills. Independent Living Teachers will continue extending mini skills retreats beyond the summer session into September and October based on regional client service needs.

During the training clients actively participated in hands-on home management activities. They identified tactile markings on several sets of measuring spoons and measuring cups to distinguish different sizes and measurements. Clients also explored different methods for marking kitchen items to make them easier to identify non-visually.

Kitchen safety and food preparation were emphasized throughout the session. Clients practiced safely using sharp knives and a zester while preparing a fresh fruit salad. They peeled and sliced a whole pineapple, sliced strawberries, and cut kiwi and grapes into bite-sized pieces. Clients also practiced zesting and juicing fresh limes to prepare the fruit salad dressing.

Technology was incorporated to increase independence with identifying food and ingredients. Clients learned how apps such as Be My Eyes and Seeing AI can assist with identifying ingredients used in food preparation.

Clients then followed instructions recorded on a PenFriend label to independently measure dry and liquid ingredients and prepare an individual microwave chocolate mug cake. This activity provided an opportunity to practice measuring, following recorded instructions, kitchen safety, and using adaptive techniques to complete a familiar task independently.

Travel instruction focused on the use of white cane skills within an unfamiliar indoor environment. Clients traveled from the library meeting room through the facility's main dining room and into a small kitchen area to locate the microwave.

A bump dot was placed on the microwave's 30-second button, allowing clients to identify and operate the control non-visually. After cooking their mug cakes, clients practiced their travel skills again as they navigated back to the library meeting room.

Attendees had an opportunity to participate in a business class that included reflection on the day's training and activities. Discussion also focused on self-advocacy, including how to communicate about disability-related needs with family members and friends. These discussions encouraged clients to recognize their individual needs and practice communicating those needs effectively.

Summary
The Milford Mini Regional Skills Retreat provided seven clients from three counties with meaningful opportunities to strengthen independent living, kitchen safety, technology, travel, and self-advocacy skills. The hands-on format allowed clients to practice skills in a realistic setting while incorporating adaptive techniques and technology to support greater independence. Continued mini skills retreats in September and October will provide additional opportunities to address regional client needs and reinforce skills that promote independence in daily living.

Upcoming Program Staff Training 
Quarterly and monthly Independent Living staff trainings are planned in the coming months. These trainings are designed to provide valuable education and practical tools that staff can apply in their work in the field.

Our goal is to enhance staff knowledge, strengthen professional skills, and ensure that team members feel confident and prepared as they continue to support and serve our agency’s clients. These training opportunities will focus on relevant topics, best practices, and resources that can further strengthen the quality of services we provide.

There are several upcoming quarterly and monthly Independent Living staff trainings that are planned to provide education that we are confident will provide staff with the tools they need for the work they do in the field and will help to enhance their knowledge, skills as they continue to serve our agency clients.
Iowa Library for the Blind and Physically Handicapped Report – Sarah Willeford

2026 Summer Programs
Youth Summer Reading Program
The library’s summer programs focused on science, engineering technology, careers, and fun. The 2026 Youth Summer Reading Program, Unearth a Story, wasn’t just a program, it was an adventure. Youth participated in over 26 programs throughout June and July focusing on STEM, hands on activities, career exploration, and more. 

Thrive Thursdays brought a hands-on Career Lab Series to young adults ages 14-21. Each week participants connected with successful professionals to help bridge the gap between school and career. Each session, participants add a new “tool” to their personal Career Toolkit—gaining practical skills, insider knowledge, and the confidence to begin shaping a meaningful career path.

On August 13th, we concluded the summer programs with special guest, Dr. Michael “Bec” Bechtel, Professor of Science Education at Wartburg College. Dr. Bechtel shared stories from his fieldwork, insights from his space research, and the passion for living things that drives his career. 

Instructional Materials Center Update
The Instructional Materials Center just completed a successful 2025-2026 school year providing 813 projects to Iowa students (55,623 total print pages produced in accessible formats). Of the 813 total projects, 590 were checked out from the library collection to students saving schools $296,608.55 for the school year. A detailed report of the 2026-2027 is a separate attachment in the board packet. The 2026-2027 school year is off to a great start as orders are being completed and submitted for the year. The IMC Team is also focusing on collaboration with the Iowa Department of Education to help ensure school districts have the information they need about the resources and services provided by the Library and IMC for students.

Fall Programming
The library’s fall programming season will begin in September with both returning and ongoing offerings, including Makerspace Mondays, Braille Babies, the Youth Afterschool Program, Beyond the Book Teen Book Club, Book Discussion Groups, and Peek-a-Box.

In October, the library will also launch a new statewide initiative for public and school libraries: Bring Your Own Book and Get It Brailled. Created by the Iowa Library for the Blind and Print Disabled, this program is designed to expand access to braille materials by converting picture books already in local collections. Participating libraries can submit their own books to be brailled, increasing the availability of braille literacy resources and raising awareness of accessible formats. By empowering libraries to enhance their collections, this project supports inclusive library service, promotes early literacy for all children, and strengthens statewide understanding of accessible formats. Ordering windows for participating libraries will be open January–February 2027 and June–July 2027. Additional information will be available soon on the library’s blog and at the library’s booth during the Iowa Library Association Conference in October.

Experience the Cosmos: The James Webb Space Telescope Traveling Tactile Exhibit
The Library is pleased to announce the opening dates for Experience the Cosmos: The James Webb Space Telescope Traveling Tactile Exhibit.

About the Exhibit
This fall, visitors are invited to explore a universe designed for everyone. Experience the Cosmos offers blind, low-vision, and sighted audiences the chance to engage with deep space through touch, sound, and interactive learning. The exhibit highlights the groundbreaking mission of the James Webb Space Telescope (JWST), which uses advanced infrared technology to reveal distant galaxies, star formation within vibrant nebulas, and the atmospheres of far-off exoplanets. These remarkable observations are reshaping our understanding of cosmic origins and our place in the universe.

Through tactile components, vivid imagery, and accessible educational displays for all ages, visitors will gain a hands-on understanding of how JWST is unlocking the universe’s most profound secrets. The exhibit was developed by Tactile Images (www.tactileimages.com) in association with the National Federation of the Blind and Getty Images.

Installation and Opening Schedule
In alignment with our upcoming theme, Reach for the Stars, the exhibit will be installed in the Assembly Room. Tactile Images generously delivered the exhibit ahead of schedule, allowing us to open it to the public on Monday, September 14.

Beginning September 14, the exhibit will be open:
Mondays: 8:00 a.m. – 8:00 p.m.
Tuesdays–Fridays: 8:00 a.m. – 4:30 p.m.
First Saturday of October, November, and December: 9:00 a.m. – 1:00 p.m.

Special Events
We will host a grand opening celebration on Saturday, October 3, from 9:00 a.m. – 1:00 p.m., featuring hands-on activities, including art projects led by artist Jill Wells.
On Saturday, October 24, from 1:00 p.m. – 3:00 p.m., the Library will partner with the South Central STEM Hub to present a STEM Fest. This event will offer accessible, hands-on activities, career information, opportunities to meet local STEM professionals, and guided tours of the exhibit.

Stay Informed
Information about upcoming events, programs, and resources will be available on the library’s blog: www.iowalibrary.blog.

Use of Gifts and Bequests Funds
The library extends its appreciation to the Commission for approving the use of $20,000 in Gifts and Bequest funds designated for library initiatives. These funds support efforts to sustain and enhance the library’s collection, programming, and technology, ensuring continued access to resources for all patrons.

To date, the library has purchased Iowa award titles for the children’s and youth collections, with materials transcribed into audio, braille, and large print as needed. Funding has also supported fall youth programming through a partnership with the Filomen M. D’Agostino Greenberg Music School, which is providing an eight-week virtual introductory music course.

Additionally, funds were used to acquire three Paige Connect devices for demonstrations, outreach activities, and circulation. The Paige Connect attaches to a Perkins braille writer, enabling braille-to-text translation and interactive lessons via a computer, tablet, or smartphone. Funds also supported the purchase of a Hindenburg Narrator software license to enhance audiobook production in the library’s recording studio. Approximately 17 percent of the allocated funds have been expended to date.

The library also appreciates the funding provided from Gifts & Bequests for the Experience the Cosmos: The James Webb Space Telescope Traveling Tactile Exhibit. These funds support licensing, shipping, and programming related to the exhibit. Approximately 72 percent of the exhibit budget has been spent.

Online and Social Media
Library Blogs
Turning the Pages: Library and IMC Blog – updates on services, programs, and resources.  http://iowalibrary.blog
Podcasts
Library News – a bi‑monthly podcast with updates on events, programs, new books, and more.
Orientation Center for the Blind – Brianna Murray

The center currently has 13 students, three of which are staff.  At the end of July, we had a student graduate successfully, who is excited about attending college in the future.  We were able to begin implementing Progressive Employment, finding the student an informational interview with an individual who is blind in their chosen career field.  Although we are still at the beginning stages of the process, students are currently receiving weekly career support, and we are working on creating informational interviews, job shadows, job tours, work experiences, and similar.  We are supported by the Institute for Community Inclusion at UMass Boston and have lots of high hopes for the program in the future.
 
While we still have a center waitlist, we are doing our best to work with as many students as possible and will be hopefully bringing on two new instructors in the very near future in the Generalist and Technology positions.  We have many consumers requesting tours, and interest in attendance is at an all-time high.  

Students are doing well in their various classes, and we have some exciting ideas planned for seminar in the near future.  DART is planning a weeklong workshop to discuss all of the ins and outs of their system, as well as giving the students an opportunity to take a bus to DART central to get firsthand experience navigating their headquarters.  Additionally, we are hoping to have the Filomen M. D'Agostino Greenberg Music School present a workshop over the course of several weeks where students will hear from a variety of professionals in different areas of the music field.  When speaking to the students about areas where they felt they were currently lacking, many students mentioned financial literacy.  We are currently working with an organization to be a part of their pilot program to provide a financial literacy workshop over the course of several weeks to discuss topics like credit, savings, budgeting, and similar.  Lastly, each student is working on a seminar topic of their own, and they will be presenting them to the group over the coming weeks.  This will allow them to practice leadership skills and focus on topics that they are truly interested in. 
 
One focus for us right now is staff development.  We have a lot of exciting workshops planned for September including a presentation from HKNC, an OT, and a focus on assessment creation and curriculum development.  Over the coming months staff will work on having a more formalized and structured curriculum, beginning with the assessment process, and focusing on the student’s individual goals and objectives throughout.   

Vocational Rehabilitation – Keri Osterhaus

Personnel Update  
Our new vocational counselor, Meg Bleil, started at the end of July and has spent the last month in onboarding and Orientation Center training focused on nonvisual skills. Once she completes training this fall, she will begin serving clients in Northwest Iowa. 

We are actively hiring a third Rehabilitation Technology Specialist (RTS), and that process is moving forward. Our data analyst, Wes Majerus, resigned after nearly ten years of service due to a family relocation to Colorado. We plan to post the vacancy soon and hope to fill it quickly so we can maintain essential data and case management system support. 

Program Activities 
VR Technology Talks 
Our VR Technology Talk series launched this past month. Rehabilitation Technology Specialists are leading these sessions for clients who have completed training but still have questions or need follow up while settling into new jobs or reviewing nonvisual technology skills.  

Supported Employment Work 
Our Employment Supports Specialist, Candis Duke, has been meeting with Community Rehabilitation Providers across the state and preparing upcoming trainings for providers who support clients with the most significant needs. Topics include IDB services, nonvisual skill development, high expectations, report writing, and stronger collaboration. 

We are also planning to partner with the VR Technical Assistance Center to strengthen supported and customized employment practices. This work will help us evaluate training options, procedures, and strategies that improve outcomes for clients with the most significant disabilities and will be an important focus over the next year. 

Employer Engagement 
Several counselors participated in an employer‑driven training in August focused on partnerships with local workforce organizations and strengthening relationships with employers statewide. 

In addition, our Employment Specialist, Karla Cazett, has been very active in employer outreach. Over the summer, she developed relationships with businesses to support students in the LEAP program, building a stronger foundation for youth employment opportunities. She continues to develop relationships with employers and partners across Iowa and nationally with the goal of expanding employment opportunities for clients.
 
A core part of her role is post‑employment follow up. Once clients secure jobs, she helps monitor progress and assist with any issues that arise, supporting long‑term job retention. This directly impacts two federal RSA‑911 indicators we are measured on:  
· Second Quarter Employment (Q2): Whether clients are employed during the second quarter after exiting VR. 
· Fourth Quarter Employment (Q4): Whether clients are employed during the fourth quarter after exiting VR. 

This work will help us strengthen stability and long‑term employment outcomes. 

Deafblind Services 
Our Deafblind Specialist, Carol Manning, continues outreach to interpreters and interpreting agencies to expand statewide options, but her work this year also focuses heavily on building relationships and strategies to better support Deafblind clients. Deafblindness was clearly identified as an area of need in our CSNA, so we are looking closely at ways to increase engagement, improve access to training, and strengthen collaboration with local and national partners. 

We are in ongoing discussions with the Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) to explore opportunities to enhance services. One area we are examining is the potential development of a Support Service Provider (SSP) program. SSPs are trained guides who assist Deafblind individuals with accessing visual information, navigating environments, and communicating within community settings. SSPs can help clients more confidently participate in training, travel, work, and daily activities. 

Although SSP development is still exploratory, increasing service options and training access will be important priorities moving forward, guided by needs identified in the CSNA. 

National Disability Employment Awareness Month (NDEAM) 
Across Iowa, staff are partnering with local organizations to prepare for National Disability Employment Awareness Month (NDEAM). NDEAM is observed every October and focuses on celebrating the contributions of workers with disabilities, highlighting employment practices that support workers with disabilities, and educating communities and employers about hiring people with disabilities. 

This gives us opportunities to highlight the capabilities of blind and low‑vision Iowans, share success stories, and strengthen relationships with employers and workforce partners. Local areas are at different points in planning, some are organizing employer events, others are collaborating with workforce regions, and some are still in early stages. More detailed updates will be shared as plans progress.
 
Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment (CSNA) 
We are reviewing our Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment (CSNA), which looks at the needs of individuals with disabilities, where our services are working well, and where gaps exist. We are identifying key areas of need along with potential goals, strategies, and activities to strengthen the VR program. We will work with the Commission Board soon to narrow these priorities and plan next steps. 

Employment Outcomes and VR Program Highlights 
Summary of VR Exits and Employment 
For the program year, 178 individuals exited VR. Forty‑five achieved competitive, integrated employment. Employed clients earned an average of $20.12 per hour and worked about 32 hours per week. Full‑time clients averaged $23.32 per hour; part‑time averaged $14.85. 

Employment outcomes spanned teaching, engineering, customer service, administrative work, retail, healthcare, food service, skilled trades, IT, and more. Most employed clients (36 individuals) exited with personal earnings as their primary source of support. 

Context for Non‑Employment Exits 
We had a larger number of clients exit without employment (29 no longer interested, 30 unable to be located, and 77 exiting after a plan without employment). These patterns are common in VR and often relate to changing personal or medical circumstances, relocation or transfer to other agencies, loss of contact (changes in phone, housing, busy work seasons), and changes in readiness or interest in employment. 
 
These trends reinforce the importance of early engagement and consistent follow-up, which will remain an area of focus in the coming year. 

Applications, Eligibility, and Active Cases 
We received 186 VR applications. Our typical eligibility time is under 30 days, though the average this year has increased to 40 due to extensions needed for updated medical information or client circumstances. Even with these delays, engagement remained strong. 

Plans were developed an average of 14 days after eligibility which is well within the federal 90‑day requirement and demonstrating counselors’ rapid follow‑up. 

The 770 IPEs listed in the report reflect both new plans and amendments as client goals and services changed. This number highlights counselor activity and ongoing engagement rather than new case volume. 

We served 625 open VR cases during the year. Youth ages 14–21 accounted for 271 cases, and 107 individuals were age 55+. Referral data shows 198 first‑time referrals, including 129 individuals age 55 and older; these numbers include both VR and IL referrals. 

Services Provided 
Clients received a wide range of services this year, including rehabilitation technology, VR counseling and guidance, disability‑related skills training, job search assistance, job placement, transportation, and maintenance supports. Post-secondary training remained strong, with 73 clients in four‑year programs and 26 in graduate programs. 

Measurable Skill Gains 
Clients achieved 147 Measurable Skill Gains (MSGs). MSGs are a federal performance measure showing the progress clients make while engaged in education or training toward an employment goal. Most MSGs were from postsecondary transcript progress (115). Clients also earned 18 high school diplomas, six bachelor’s degrees, three master’s degrees, and three post‑master’s degrees. These results reflect strong academic and skill development. 

Business Enterprise Program (BEP) 

The Business Enterprise Program continues to have a strong year with program growth, new locations, and solid vendor profits. Three new business owners joined the program and are already operating their sites successfully. Our trainee is nearing completion and is expected to be licensed by the end of the year. Additional candidates are exploring the program. 

Much of this progress is supported by our BEP Executive Officer, Matt Nemmers, who has been actively building relationships with host locations, vendors, and new partners. He has been working with facilities to strengthen operations, identify expansion opportunities, and develop new locations across the state. 

We are expanding into new locations and updating existing contracts. Linn County recently signed a new service agreement, and we are working with the Iowa DOT to update rest area contracts. BEP Counselors Carrie Wadding and Bruce Lambert continue supporting business owners through equipment repair training, support with modern payment systems, machine upgrades, and operational improvements. 

Vendor profits averaged over $6,000 last quarter, reinforcing our facility model of roughly $200,000–$250,000 in annual sales. New vendors are being coached to hire two employees and maintain two work vehicles to support efficient route operations. 

Overall Summary 
The program year reflects strong activity, partnerships, a wide range of employment outcomes, and ongoing efforts to expand services across the state. At the same time, exit patterns point to areas where we can strengthen engagement and follow up. Staff development, employer outreach, strengthened collaborations with partners, continued program innovation, and BEP expansion are all helping us move forward in a strong and focused direction as we enter the new program year. 
 
 

