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Council Members Role Present? 

Gerald Penna  Chair,  
Public Member  

No  

Christine Derhammer  Vice Chair,  
Public Member  

Yes  

Lea Sheffield  Secretary,  
PA Department of Human Services Designee  

Yes 

Katharine Paisley Governor’s Designee  Yes 

Rep. Joseph Hohenstein  PA House of Representatives Designee Yes  

Rebecca Lorah  PA Department of Aging Designee  Yes 

Janette Fulton  PA Department of Education Designee  Yes 

Jennifer Bixler  PA Department of Health Designee  Yes 

Russ Goddard  PA Office of Vocational Rehabilitation Designee  Yes 

Danielle Gregor  Public Member  Yes 

Melissa Hutzel  Public Member  No  

Amy Letteri  Public Member  No  

Larry McNulty, Jr  Public Member  Yes 

Deborah Shostak  Public Member  Yes 

Alexander Van Hook  Public Member  Yes 

Members Role Present? 

Melissa Hawkins  PA Office for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing  Yes 

Ryan Hyde  Office of Vocational Rehabilitation   Yes 

Rob Schramm  Legal   Yes  

Nichole Wade  Moderator  Yes  

Cindi Brown  Interpreter  Yes 

Jessica Bentley-Sassaman  Interpreter  Yes 

 CART  Yes 

 
I. Welcome  

a. Christina Derhammer opened the meeting  
 

II. Roll Call (see list above) 
 

III. Review and Approval of Agenda 
 



Christina Derhammer asked for a motion to approve the agenda. Russ Goddard made the 
motion and Janette Fulton and Rebecca Lorah seconded. Hearing no discussion. All in favor, 
the motion passed, and the agenda was approved. 
 

IV. Review and Approval of minutes from September 5, 2025 Meeting 
 
Christina Derhammer asked for a motion to approve the minutes. Janette Fulton made the 
motion and Rebecca Lorah seconded. All in favor, the motion passed, and the minutes were 
approved. 
 

V. Department Reports  
a. Governor’s Office  

i. New designee, Katharine Paisley introduced herself as with the Governor’s 
office overseeing policy and planning for the Department of Labor and Industry.  

ii. Christina Derhammer stated that she would like full access to information the 
Governor puts out (having an interpreter available).  

iii. Danielle Gregor mentioned knowing that Gov Shapiro is doing work around 
stipends and paying student teachers. She asked whether there may be an 
opportunity for similar programming to support practicum sign language 
interpreters. 

 
b. House of Representatives 

i. Rep. Hohenstein mentioned House Bill 1670. The House Aging and Older Adult 
Services Committee held an informational hearing on the bill which would 
provide hearing aid coverage for adults.  

ii. Rep. Hohenstein also mentioned looking at license plates or licenses for 
DHHDB. He mentioned possibly creating a box to identify people. Danielle 
Gregor requested it be added to the Council agenda in March. Rebecca Lorah 
asked for clarification if it was a donation box on the registration or if it would be 
on the identification card. Rep. Hohenstein said that he was not sure. Melissa 
Hawkins supported advocating for the SSP Program under ODHH.  

 
c. Health  

i. Jennifer Bixler shared that the Early Hearing Detection and Intervention (EHDI) 
conference will be held in Jacksonville Florida March15-17. PA EHDI 2025–
2026 Roundtable is scheduled for January 30, 2026 from 9am-noon.  The 
facilitator will be Mary Anne Stefko (Choices for Children/WPSD). There will be 
3 regional breakout sessions (East, West, Central) for small-group discussions 
using guided questions, with large-group reconvening to share insights. Who 
Should Attend: Audiologists, Deaf/Hard of Hearing adults, Early Intervention 
leaders, supervisors, service coordinators, medical professionals, EI providers 
serving families of children who are deaf/hard of hearing/Deafblind, and parents 
from all regions. Please share this invitation with others who should be at the 
table! To receive an invitation or request one be sent to others who should be 
at the table please email jebixler@pa.gov 

ii. Infant Hearing Screening Advisory Committee (IHSAC). The 10/23/25 meeting 
was rescheduled to 11/13/25 as the delayed PA budget required additional 
steps to secure ASL services for the meeting. Current Chair Carol Knightly is 
retiring, so the Vice Chair Sarah Delano, accepted the nomination and was 
voted to become the new chair. Next Meeting date is to be determined (TBD). 

iii. Danielle Gregor expressed that accommodations should be a must for public 
meetings from the get-go and shouldn’t be delayed due to budget.  



 
d. Aging 

i. Rebecca Lorah shared that the PACE Clearinghouse is a social services 
program that connects those 18 and older across Pennsylvania to assistance 
programs.  The Clearinghouse tracks the number of encounters with deaf 
persons. In the last quarter, the team assisted 7 deaf or hard of hearing 
individuals to apply for hearing aid grants, utility assistance, Property Tax and 
Rent Rebate (PTRR), housing, prescription, food, and other minor needs.   

ii. Office of Alzheimer’s Disease and Related Disorders (ADRD), Risk Reduction 
Workgroup. PDA has launched their new Office of ADRD and has established 
workgroups to assist in drafting the Commonwealth’s ADRD State Plan.  Our 
first Risk Reduction workgroup was held in November.  I’m particularly 
interested in ensuring that hearing loss is included as a focus area risk factor 
for cognitive decline.  The workgroup is gathering ideas on how to strengthen 
partnerships and polices for risk reduction.     

 
e. Human Services  

i. Lea Sheffield shared some of the 2025-2026 Budget Highlights. 
1. Investing in Pennsylvania’s Families and Strengthening the Child Care 

Workforce: $25 million for a new Child Care Staff Retention and 
Recruitment Program, providing roughly $450 per employee annually to 
licensed Child Care Works providers. $7.5 million increase for Pre-K 
Counts rates to help providers raise wages and stabilize the early 
educator workforce. 

2. Supporting the Direct Care Workforce (DCW) who Care for Pennsylvania’s 
Older Adults and Individuals with Physical Disabilities. $21 million 
investment to increase DCW wages for those who provide services to 
adults with physical disabilities and seniors in the participant-directed 
model. This investment includes a wage increase, paid time off, and 
increases access to affordable insurance for approximately 8,500 workers. 

3. Funding increase for food security. $2 million for a new State Food Bucks 
program to supplement SNAP. $5 million in new funding to Pennsylvania 
food banks. 

ii. Lea Sheffield also shared for the Office of Developmental Program; the 2026 
Everyday Lives Virtual Conference will be held throughout the first two weeks of 
May 2026. The conference theme for 2026 is “Breaking Barriers and Building 
Futures”. Conference tracks include: May 6-7 Dual Diagnosis, May 12 
Accessibility in the Digital Age, May 13 Person-Centered Approaches, May 14 
Everyday Lives for Everyone, and May 16 Post-Conference Workshop for 
Individuals and Families. 

iii. The Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services; Announces the 
launch of a new training platform; https://myomhsas.org/  
 

f. Education  
i. Janette Fulton shared:  
ii. Save the Date - Family Learning Conference 2026 

If your child has both a vision and hearing loss, your family (parents/guardians, 
siblings and child with deafblindness) may be eligible to attend a weekend 
learning conference (at little or no cost). Come experience sharing, caring, and 
learning together with staff from the Pennsylvania DeafBlind Project, PaTTAN, 
and other families living with deafblindness. June 26 and June 27, 2026 at the 
Penn Stater Hotel and Conference Center in State College, PA. 



iii. Right to Education Local Task Force. Your local task force (LTF) has started a 
new year of meetings, information sharing, and planning. Local Task Forces 
(LTFs) were created in PA as part of the Right to Education Consent 
Agreement established in 1972. Their primary purpose is to ensure that all 
children with disabilities receive a Free and Appropriate Public Education 
(FAPE) and are provided with an Individualized Education Program (IEP) in the 
Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). Each of the 29 Intermediate Units has its 
own LTF. Goals of the LTF 

1. Encourage positive collaboration & communication between families, 
school districts, and community partners. 

2. Identify systemic needs or problems and forward them to the State Task 
Force. 

3. Provide information and resources relevant to students with special needs. 
4. Respond to concerns affecting the special needs community and provide 

recommendations to help resolve the issues. 
5. Serve in an advisory and advocacy role to protect the rights of students 

with disabilities.  
6. Check out your local IU website for more information! 

iv. Save the Date - 2026 PDE Conference: Making a Difference - Educational 
Practices that Work! Join Pennsylvania’s special education leaders for the 
Bureau of Special Education’s signature event. Learn and engage with 
nationally recognized presenters, highlighting effective leadership skills and 
strategies designed to make an educational difference for all students. 
February 25-27, 2026 Hershey Lodge | Hershey, PA 
http://tinyurl.com/PaEdConf  

v. Looking for children's work! Call for Student Vendors! Do you know students 
who make & sell their own products? We’re highlighting mini-businesses 
established by students in the secondary transition process at the 2026 PDE 
Conference at Hershey Conference Center, Feb 25-27, 2025. Applications due 
Friday, 1/9/26. Contact the PDE Exhibit Hall team to apply at 
pdeconferenceexhibitors@pattankop.net.  The Student Shoppe is a great 
opportunity for Special Education students in PA to expand their work skills and 
broaden their understanding of marketing, advertising, and sales. 

vi. The National Deaf Center’s Career Services has resources that offer strategies 
that highlight best practices for collaboration between career and disability 
services, embedding accessibility across all services, and centering deaf 
students’ voices. Resources: 

1. Tips on disclosure 
2. Employer partnerships 
3. Real student stories that help create pathways from college to career 
4. And many more… 

vii. Described and Captioned Media Program. Does success in a high-tech industry 
require four years of college? Are jobs involving math, computers, and science 
available for everyone? Many students don’t realize the opportunities available 
by following a vocational STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics) career track. This four-part series from DCMP shows that 
rewarding, well-paid jobs in several STEM industries are attainable with only 
two years of training. Each episode features three case studies, all focusing on 
employees who were hired after completing associate’s degrees, certifications, 
or apprenticeships. 
 

g. Labor & Industry  



i. Russ Goddard shared that the 2026 DHH Summer Academy will be held at 
Penn State from June 22 to 29, 2026. We are looking for DHH high school 
students from around the state to participate in this program.  Application 
deadline is February 3, 2026. They are looking for college age deaf and hard of 
hearing students who may be interested in working.  

ii. Ryan Hyde gave an update for the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation. 
1. Services are continuing to be provided to eligible customers.  OVR is flat 

funded for FFY 2025.  OVR is now operating under the Order of Selection, 
with OVR customers determined to be most severely disabled be served 
first. Since July 1, 2024, household income requirements have returned to 
300% of the federal poverty guidelines for individuals plus a set amount 
per dependent.  OVR is flat funded currently, but OVR continues to serve 
its new and current customers.  OVR awaits news from Congress 
regarding their appropriation for FFY 2026 

2. The state budget did not get the $5 million proposed.  
3. The federal budget; a continuing resolution was passed. We do not know 

what the federal budget will actually be for the national VR program.  
4. Currently recruiting for the Commonwealth summer internship program 
5. Working on annual report and a publication with success stories 
6. Danielle Gregor asked if there is verbiage she can share with Senators 

regarding the federal budget for the Federal VR program. Ryan said that 
he could send Danielle something.  

iii. Unemployment Compensation - 4.0% unemployment rate in PA as of August 
2025.  There are 79,748 open unemployment insurance claims as of November 
15, 2025. 

iv. Office for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing  
1. Preparing for the upcoming Hearing Loss Expo in 2026. Our efforts 

include organizing event logistics, coordinating with partners and 
presenters, and developing programs that will inform, support, and 
connect individuals who are Deaf, DeafBlind, or hard of hearing, as well as 
their families and communities. 

2. ODHH has been actively delivering educational overviews about the 
services and resources our office provides. These presentations are part 
of our growing outreach efforts, which aim to strengthen connections, 
increase awareness, and better support communities across the state. 

3. As we approach 2026, ODHH has several strategic goals to assist us with 
our community impact: 

a. Expand In-Person Presence Across Regions - Host more local 
workshops, town halls, attend more outreach opportunities in rural 
and underserved areas. Partner with community centers, 
organization to ensure events are more accessible. 

b. Strengthen Partnerships With Key Organizations - Collaborate with 
schools, vocational programs, and universities to reach youth and 
young adults. Work with healthcare providers, emergency services, 
law enforcement and state agencies to improve statewide visibility 
and cross-training. 

c. Increase Accessible Digital Outreach - Produce more ASL-
interpreted and captioned videos explaining services. Use social 
media campaigns to highlight success stories, resources, and 
upcoming events. 

4. ODHH has also developed an Advocacy Plan for Enhancing Access for 
Senior Citizens. Key Strategies: 



a. Provider Education and Compliance - Conduct outreach to 
healthcare systems, long-term care facilities, and senior service 
agencies regarding legal obligations for interpreter services. 
Distribute guidance on effective communication practices for older 
adults with hearing loss. 

b. Training and Resource Development - Offer structured training on 
ADA compliance and communication access. Provide standardized 
materials outlining procedures for requesting interpreters. 

c. Direct Support to Seniors and Caregivers - Educate seniors and 
families about their rights to communication access. Offer practical 
tools for requesting interpreter services in medical and residential 
contexts. 

d. Community and Interagency Collaboration - Partner with Area 
Agencies on Aging, advocacy organizations, and senior centers to 
identify gaps and coordinate solutions. Launch joint initiatives to 
strengthen interpreter accessibility statewide. 

e. Interpreter Quality and Best Practices - Promote the use of 
qualified, certified interpreters experienced with older adults. Advise 
facilities on incorporating interpreter services into routine 
operations. 

f. Monitoring and Continuous Improvement - Gather feedback from 
seniors, caregivers, and providers to identify barriers. Use findings 
to inform policies, improve compliance, and guide future outreach. 

5. Danielle Gregor stated that she has some suggested revisions to verbiage 
in ODHH’s advocacy plan for senior citizens, recommending removal of 
references specifically to interpreters and replacement with 
‘communication access’ to reflect a broader population.  

6. Danielle Gregor stated that she previously asked for a breakdown of how 
many remote interpreters are registered in PA. Melissa Hawkins did not 
have an update at this point, ODHH is updating their database. 

7. Rebecca Lorah asked where the advocacy plan can be found. Melissa 
Hawkins stated that they are hoping to create a white paper and handouts 
for the community. Melissa suggested partnering with Rebecca and the 
Department of Aging.  

 

VI. Break  
 

VII. Public Member Reports  
 

a. Danielle Gregor 
i. Danielle shared that she engaged via email with Chair Penna. She said they 

had a dialogue about vision and goals from now until June. She stated that 
Chair Penna mentioned concerns about the education of Deaf children and also 
general concerns about the Deaf and Hard of Hearing community’s ability to get 
communication access. Hopeful that the Council can engage together to 
discuss more about this. Danielle would like to see Council discuss not only the 
problems, but also those recommendations which would be possible for Council 
to make, whether it’s to a state body or organizations in the public.  

ii. Danielle shared her concerns around the education of Deaf children also relate 
to the recommendation to read The Mask of Benevolence. The book was 
written 26 years ago so she was afraid it might not apply, but she was surprised 



to find that it was still relevant. Many of the problems, especially in education, 
still exist today. She was curious if Council could consider some of the 
recommendations made in the book however with Gerald Penna being absent 
during the meeting, tabling it for a later date.  

iii. Danielle shared that Senate Bill 955, which was creating a special fund license 
plate - a license plate for cars. It would create a fund focused on mental health 
awareness. It would be available for individuals who need mental health care to 
access resources to get the treatments they need. She suggested that there 
could be a parallel bill created for awareness for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing 
community, where a special fund license plate would be created. Anybody 
interested in raising awareness could purchase it. The money would then be 
set aside and allocated for use by organizations that are struggling to provide 
communication access, such as interpreters or captioning, for a community 
member. This would help the Deaf and Hard of Hearing community get access 
because organizations could access the pool of money. Danielle brought it up 
to her local state representative, Arvind Venkat. She stated that he 
recommended engaging with Joe Hohenstein. 

iv. Lea Sheffield asked legal about restrictions in lobbying as a council member. 
Rob Schramm, legal, will look into this and get back to Lea.  

 
VIII. Public Comment Period on reports 

 

a. Rich McGann made complaints about a new airport. He stated that a ramp was too 
steep. He also stated that several deaf individuals would like the airport to not use name 
signs in the airport for identification.  

 

IX. 2026 Council Dates and Locations 
 

a. March 13 to be virtual, June 5 to be on site, September 25 to be on site, and December 
4 to be virtual  

b. Christina Derhammer asked for a motion to approve the 2026 council dates. Lea 
Sheffield made the motion and Janette Fulton seconded.  

c. Danielle Gregor noted that it appeared that some council members were in person 
together. Christina Derhammer clarified that yes, council officers were in person 
together.  

d. Russ Goddard asked if on site meetings would have hybrid option. Melissa Hawkins 
clarified, yes hybrid is an option.   

e. Alex Van Hook asked if it was ok if members missed a meeting. Christina Derhammer 
said yes but only if notice is given and a reason.  

f. All in favor, the motion passed, and the 2026 council dates were approved. 
 

X. Client Assistance Program – Andrew Pennington  
 

a. The statewide advocate program for services, projects, and facilities funded under the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  They are currently serving anybody who needs their 
advocacy assistance with regard to OVR. 

 

XI. Council Application Interview - Theo Shomsky  
a. Identifies as hard of hearing. Is a Penn State Alumnus and an accessibility technologist. 

He works to create processes and workplace and environments overall to support 
people with hearing loss and disabilities.  



b. Has a unique perspective as he didn’t grow up hard of hearing. He lost a large portion of 
his hearing in 11th grade. He was not eligible for help through the state so he did not get 
the accommodations he needed. He failed out of Penn State because he did not have 
accommodations needed. After years of trying to figure out how to communicate with an 
acquired disability and without proper accommodations, he found his way back to Penn 
State and made the Dean’s List.  

c. His unique perspective and experience in the education and workforce that came with 
losing hearing later in life, is a population that doesn’t get a lot of visibility. He has a 
viewpoint of barriers others don’t see.  

d. He leads accessibility technology initiatives and runs demonstrations to help create 
programs for an organization that is over 60,000 people. He uses technology to lead 
innovation in access. 

e. He is a member of HLAA’s National Task Force for inclusive employment.  
f. He helped create virtual hearing aids and worked with hard of hearing NASA engineers 

to cofound technology in a high noise environment to help bring accessibility to space   
g. Lea Sheffield asked for a motion to go into Executive Session to discuss the interview. 

Rebecca Lorah made the motion. Russ Goddard and Janette Fulton both seconded the 
motion. No discussion. The motion passed to go into Executive Session to discuss the 
interview.  
 
(Executive Session)  

 

XII. Lunch  
 

XIII. Council Application Interview – Maribeth Zeleski  
 

a. Identifies as deaf. Has three children with hearing loss. A fourth generation deaf family. 
Went to WPSD for high school. 

b. Uses interpreting services and has been an interpreter as well.  
c. Son was at the School for the Deaf and she went through due process to transfer him to 

a different school. She is an advocate. Children go to an oral program. 
d. Works with the Deaf Hearing Communication Center in southeast PA, is on the board. 

Is involved with PSAD and is on their board. Is involved with the annual tax day for deaf 
individuals to help them get their tax forms filled out free of charge. Teaches in the 
spring but not on Fridays.  

e. Expressed that hearing aids are not covered through insurance but cochlear implants 
are. Expressed that many people can’t get hearing aids through OVR either. Expressed 
that ear molds are not covered by insurance and have to be replaced. Explained that 
some individuals do not have a stable hearing loss so she would like to advocate for 
better resources in PA for these costs. Would also like to advocate for better mental 
health services for deaf/hard of hearing. 

f. Lea Sheffield requested a motion to go into Executive Session to discuss the interview. 
Rebecca Lorah made the motion. Debi Shostak seconded the motion. No discussion. 
The motion was approved to go into Executive Session.  
 
(Executive Session) 
 
Lea Sheffield thanked everyone for a great discussion and said that Council will address 
each interviewee separately. Lea moved to recommend Theodore Shomsky for a 
council position to the Governor. Larry McNulty made the motion. Danielle Gregor 
seconded. Lea asked if there was any discussion. Seeing none, Lea asked to do a roll 
call vote. Lea Sheffield yes, Jennifer Bixler yes, Janette Fulton yes, Russ Goddard yes, 



Danielle Gregor yes, Rebecca Lorah yes, Larry McNulty abstain, Debi Shostak abstain, 
Alexander Van Hook yes, the motion passes.  
 
Lea Sheffield made a move to recommend Maribeth Zeleski for a council position to the 
Governor. Rebecca Lorah made the motion. Danielle Gregor seconded. Lea asked if 
there was any discussion. Seeing none, Lea asked to do a roll call vote again. Lea 
Sheffield yes, Jennifer Bixler yes, Janette Fulton yes, Russ Goddard yes, Danielle 
Gregor yes, Rebecca Lorah yes, Larry McNulty abstain, Debi Shostak yes, Alexander 
Van Hook yes, the motion passes.  
 
Christina Derhammer announced that both names will be passed to the Governor as 
recommended to be appointed to the Council. Melissa Hawkins clarified that in the past 
multiple names were sent as recommendations to the Governor. There have been times 
when recommendations never went anywhere and a new administration came in and 
those recommendations were no longer active. There was also times when the 
Governor appointed individuals we did not vote on. There is no guarantee and we could 
be into the new state year before any movement happens at the Governors level. It is 
important to vote for who you think would be beneficial to the council and not worry if 
you have to pick one person over another. There were really great candidates today. 
Melissa will work with Jerry Penna to draft the letter on behalf of council. Danielle 
Gregor asked what the letter will say. Melissa clarified that each candidate will get their 
own letter of support along with their application that will go to the Governor. Debi 
Shostak asked if we will see the letter. Melissa clarified that it is a template and that it is 
the same for each person.  

 

Break  

 

XIV. Bylaws Committee Report and Review  
 
Melissa Hawkins shared that Russ Goddard, Larry McNulty and Danielle Gregor confirmed 
their committee membership. Two other members did not confirm. Melissa stated that ODHH 
will offer support in the new year by setting up monthly meetings for the committee. The 
current draft was reviewed by Labor and Industry legal to make sure it confirms with the 
Sunshine Act. Melissa told those members to look for an email in January to set up the 
reoccurring meetings.   
 

XV. Membership Committee Report 
 
Lea Sheffield thanked Melissa for setting up the council member folders. An image of the 
folders organization will be emailed to the council. A description of how the folders were set up 
was shared. Lea shared that two new applications were received and the committee will meet 
to review those applications and see when it makes sense for us to interview. There are some 
vacancies coming up, we have terms ending in July. We can add the terms to the council 
folder so members interested can find that information. Danielle asked if the public can have 
access to the terms with the list of membership. Rob Schramm (legal) stated that yes, there is 
no reason why we couldn’t share that information legally. Melissa Hawkins shared that the 
webpage is with the Governor’s office so she will need to contact them to see what we can 
publish and what we can’t.  

 
XVI. Public comment  



a. Joanne Sharer stated that Valley View Nursing Home in Elwin is looking for social 
worker, they need a person who knows sign language. 
 

XVII. Adjourn 
 

a. Christina Derhammer asked if there is a motion to adjourn the meeting. Russ Goddard 

made the motion to close the meeting, Larry McNulty seconded. All members said aye, 

the motion passes and the meeting is adjourned.  

 
 
Next meeting is on March 13th, 2026 virtually.  
 
 


