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Purpose of Council 

 
Mission: To make recommendations and advocate to improve public and private services and obtain 

equal access for deaf and hard of hearing individuals in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. 
 

Vision: The Advisory Council for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing will set a standard of excellence in all 
we do and foster a climate of continuous improvement so we can accomplish the most for deaf and 

hard of hearing people in Pennsylvania. We will focus on our role as a goal-driven organization, 
working in parallel with public and private entities and our state legislature to ensure that the highest 

quality service is provided to deaf and hard of hearing people. 
 

Meeting Minutes 
 

I. Welcome, Gerald Penna, Chairperson 
 

II. Roll Call, Melissa Hawkins  
 

Council Members In 
attendance 

Role 

Gerald Penna  x Chair,  
Public Member  

Christina Derhammer  x Vice Chair,  
Public Member  

Lea Sheffield  x Secretary,  
PA Department of Human Services Designee  

Jennifer Bixler  x PA Department of Health Designee  

Katharine Paisley x Governor’s Designee  

Janette Fulton  x PA Department of Education Designee  

Russ Goddard  x PA Department of Labor and Industry 
Designee  

Danielle Gregor  x Public Member  

Rep. Joseph Hohenstein  x PA House of Representatives Designee 

Melissa Hutzel   Public Member  

Amy Letteri  x Public Member  

Rebecca Lorah  x PA Department of Aging Designee  

Larry McNulty, Jr  x Public Member  

Deborah Shostak  x Public Member  

Alexander Van Hook   Public Member  

  PA State Senate, vacant position 

 
 Melissa Hawkins confirmed a quorum  



 
III. Review and Approval of Agenda 

Gerald Penna asked for a motion to approve the agenda. Danielle Gregor made the motion 

and Christina Derhammer and Debi Shostak seconded. Hearing no discussion. All in favor, the 

motion passed, and the agenda was approved. 

 

IV. Review and Approval of Minutes from December 5, 2025 
Gerald Penna asked for a motion to approve the minutes. Danielle Gregor made the motion 
and Debi Shostak seconded.  
 
Russ Goddard asked where the minutes are located. Lea Sheffield shared that the minutes are 
in the 2025 folder, under December. Lea will add them to the 2026, March folder as well.  
 
All in favor, the motion passed, and the minutes were approved. 

 

V. Department Reports  
a. Governor’s Office – Katharine Paisley 

i. Governor Shapiro presented his 2026-27 budget on February 3rd. The governor 
is proposing to increase the special education funding by $50 million and 
proposing $1.58 billion in total funding to ensure that schools have the basic 
resources necessary to provide high-quality special education services to 
students.  The budget also includes a $3 million investment in Aging Our Way, 
which is the Pennsylvania strategy to focus on modernizing the PA Link which 
enables older adults and caregivers by coordinating access to resources, 
guidance, and assistance in navigating both public and private programs.  
Additionally, this budget includes another $76.8 million increase for the 
developmental disabilities community to support individuals with intellectual 
disabilities and autism to live independently.  The Governor also introduced 
Pennsylvania's first-ever housing plan and it is a statewide strategy to build more 
homes and modernize building regulations and breaking down barriers 
preventing people from finding stable housing.  One in four Pennsylvanians are 
over the age of 60 and 1.9 million individuals live with a disability and yet far too 
many older adults and individuals with disabilities can find housing that meets 
their basic needs for accessibility and support.  And whether it is a lack of 
accommodation, like zero step entrances and grab bars or access to community-
based services, PA’s housing landscape currently falls short of what residents 
need to thrive.  The housing action plan has 1 of 5 overarching goals and one 
expanding housing opportunities for all Pennsylvanians and expanding the 
housing for Pennsylvanian older adults and with disabilities.  To do this, 
Pennsylvania must expand the DHS pilot program to embrace technology as the 
first source of support in service planning for people with disabilities and promote 
the use of universal design principles in new housing development.  It also calls 
on investing in fair housing education and enforcement to prevent housing 
discrimination before it happens and stop where it takes place.   

ii. Christina Derhammer stated as deaf people, we want to see sign language 
interpreters that are on the platform for any press conferences with the Governor 
because deaf people prefer to have an ASL interpreter than relying on 
captioning.  We want to see a sign language interpreter, so we can have 
equivalent access to language.  Katharine thanked Christina and said that she 
has made the communications team aware on multiple occasions and something 
that she continues to advocate for.  Katharine stated that sometimes, 



unfortunately, it is just a matter of resources and she recognizes that is not an 
acceptable answer.  She stated that they make sure there is a sign language 
interpreter for every major emergency announcement and anything that is going 
to affect the state.   

iii. Gerald Penna asked if it would be helpful if the Advisory Council wrote a letter to 
share with the Governor requesting more access? Katharine said that it was a 
good idea.  

b. PA House of Representatives – Rep. Joseph Hohenstein 
(Not in attendance during report out) 

c. PA Department of Aging – Rebeccah Lorah  
i. No report at this time. 

d. PA Department of Education – Janette Fulton 
i. 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). June 26 

and June 27, 2026, at the Penn Stater Hotel and Conference Center in State 

College, PA. 

ii. 2026 PDE Conference: Making a Difference - Educational Practices that Work! 

was held in Hershey from February 25-27, 2026. This annual statewide 

conference offered an opportunity for hundreds of participants to learn and 

engage with nationally recognized presenters, highlighting effective instructional 

strategies and interventions designed to make an educational difference for all 

students. 

iii. Mark your calendars for the Bridging Knowledge to Know-How: Empowering 

Pennsylvania Educators and Partners Conference 2026 from August 4-7, 2026. 

This conference offers conference attendees a broad, inclusive platform to learn 

from presenters as they share their expertise and innovative practices. This 

conference was built on the strengths of the HELIX, National Autism, and 

Secondary Transition conferences. The conference will be held at The Lancaster 

County Convention Center, Lancaster, PA. 

iv. American Sign Language (ASL): A World Language Opportunity for 

Pennsylvania Students. Secondary students across Pennsylvania can fulfill their 

World Language graduation requirement by enrolling in American Sign Language 

(ASL) through the World of Learning Institute at Appalachia Intermediate Unit 8. 

Enrollment Now Open for 2026–2027. ASL I–IV and Exploratory ASL courses are 

offered as live, synchronous online classes taught entirely in ASL by certified 

instructors. These immersive courses: Develop expressive and receptive signing 

skills, Build real-world communication proficiency, Introduce students to the rich 

culture and norms of the Deaf community, and Provide meaningful language-

learning experiences in an interactive virtual classroom. Grant-Supported, 

Reduced-Cost Opportunity: For the fourth consecutive year, the Pennsylvania 

Department of Education, Bureau of Special Education, is partnering with 

Appalachia IU8’s World of Learning Institute to offer this initiative statewide. 

Through the Attract-Prepare-Retain Project grant: Courses are offered at a 

reduced cost to districts, Students across Pennsylvania have equitable access to 

high-quality ASL instruction, and Districts can expand world language offerings 



without adding in-house staffing. For enrollment information or questions, please 

contact: Olivia Grugan at ogrugan@iu08.org 

v. CHOP Center for Childhood Communication (CCC) - Parents and caregivers of 

children newly diagnosed with hearing loss are invited to participate in our CCC 

Family Workshop, virtual edition. Registered attendees will receive a link to view 

video segments regarding the roles of Audiology, Speech-Language Pathology, 

and the Integrated Psychosocial Program in advance of the workshop webinar. 

During the workshop webinar, veteran families of children with hearing loss as 

well as CCC staff will provide information and support in an informal Q&A format. 

First Steps Workshop webinars are scheduled several times each year – 

upcoming webinar dates are listed below. Wednesday, April 15th – 6:30-8:00pm, 

register by April 10th Requests for language interpreter or captioning services, 

and/or other accommodations, must be received 2 weeks in advance of webinar 

(by 4/1/2026). Wednesday, June 24th – 6:30-8:00pm, register by June 19th 

Requests for language interpreter or captioning services, and/or other 

accommodations, must be received 2 weeks in advance of webinar (by 

6/10/2026). To register, email CCCEvents@chop.edu with the following 

information: Date of webinar you’d like to attend, Name(s) of parents/caregivers 

attending, Name(s) of child(ren) with hearing loss, whether they are CCC 

patients, and home address – if you would like to receive a snack pack of local 

favorites. 

vi. New Partnership Expands Hearing Loss 101 Toolkit for Families. Everyone’s 

hearing loss stories are different. That’s why the Hearing Loss of America is 

excited to announce a new partnership with Hasbro to expand their Hearing Loss 

101 Toolkit with new resources designed specifically for children with hearing 

loss and their families.  This project was inspired by an exciting development in 

the world of Peppa Pig: Peppa’s younger brother, George, has moderate hearing 

loss. As George begins receiving support in this new chapter of his story, the 

updated toolkit will help children better understand hearing loss through age-

appropriate, accessible information. By meeting children and families where they 

are, this collaboration reinforces their commitment to education, representation, 

and support for every unique hearing loss journey. Hearing Loss 101 - Hearing 

Loss Association of America 

vii. PA Summer Camps 

1. Western Pa School for the Deaf (Pittsburgh, PA) June 22-27, 2026, 

Outdoor Activities, Fun Trips, Overnight Camp for Deaf and Hard of 

Hearing Students ages 7-17. Free bus service for families that live in 

Eastern PA (drop off in Camp Hill, Pa 6/22 and return to Camp Hill 6/27) 

$200 Questions contact Jen Craig at jcraig@wpsd.org 

2. Camp HERO welcomes children and teenagers ages 8–17 who are deaf 

or hard of hearing. Campers enjoy a week filled with swimming, crafts, 

rock climbing, bonfires, and much more. Camp Dates are Monday July 

27th, 2026 - Friday July 31st, 2026. 

3. The Summer Academy is run by the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation 

(OVR) for high school students who are deaf/hard of hearing, preparing 

https://www.hearingloss.org/understanding-hearing-loss/hearing-loss-101/
https://www.hearingloss.org/understanding-hearing-loss/hearing-loss-101/
https://www.wpsd.org/
https://www.gocamphero.org/


them for college and careers. The camp runs June 22-29 at Penn State 

University. Applications are now being accepted. Contact Kiley Foley at 

kifoley@pa.gov or (814)-949-7960 OR Russ Goddard at 

rgoddard@pa.gov or (717) 831-0336. 

viii. Gerald Penna stated that he observed OVR's state Board meeting and there was 
a person from the Department of Education there.  Interpreting and 
communication and the topic of the EIPA came up.  Gerald believes there was a 
misunderstanding about how people are classifying EIPA.  The EIPA is not a 
certification test.  So, he thinks it would be very helpful for the Department of 
Education to help inform individuals of that.  Some people who have taken the 
EIPA test think they are now qualified to interpret out in the community, but they 
are not.  It is for educational purposes only and it is not a certificate.  Janette will 
bring that information back to her office.  

ix. Danielle Gregor asked Janette to repeat the information about the toolkit.  
x. Amy Letteri asked where the sign language class can be found and what the 

audience is. Janette shared that it is for any student, mainly high school students.  
IU8 is the one that sponsors it.  The course is offered at a reduced cost to 
districts and the districts sign up their students through the IU8.  A lot of the 
districts don't have the staff to offer it, so, IU8 is leading it.   

e. PA Department of Health (DOH) – Jennifer Bixler  
i. Early Hearing Detection and Intervention (EHDI) - 2026 EHDI conference will be 

held in Jacksonville Florida March 15-17.  Current grant ends 3/31/26.  No new 
notice of award has been received yet, but this is typical.  No changes in funding 
are expected. 

ii. Infant Hearing Screening Advisory Committee (IHSAC). Next meeting is 
scheduled for 3/31/26.  The link will be posted on the website, or you can email 
to request the link 

iii. Training for Staff. DOH Newborn Screening nurses will virtually attend Audiology 
101 -This training will be hosted by Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia and is 
specifically for DOH staff.  

iv. DOH has not officially received notice of funding for EHDI grants but DOH is 
expected to be level funded. DOH held a round table to discuss the good and not 
so good things happening.  There are issues with referrals being consistently 
done. Some of the children with a less profound hearing loss are not always 
getting those referrals to early intervention as those with more profound hearing 
loss.  Finding an audiologist that is going to accept a pediatric patient is a 
challenge. When families do find an audiologist, parents are having to travel. 
DOH is going to look at ways to get providers that are already seeing adult 
patients to expand to pediatric patients and see what else is possible to bring in 
new providers that are new graduates into the state.   

f. PA Department of Human Services – Lea Sheffield 
i. A new tool has been published to connect Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP) recipients with volunteer opportunities that will help them meet 
new federal work and reporting requirements for the program and keep their 
benefits. SNAP recipients can now visit PA Navigate and search for volunteer 
opportunities in their zip code. 

ii. WellKids by PA Health & Wellness will join the network of managed care 
organizations (MCOs) offering health coverage through the Children’s Health 
Insurance Program (CHIP). This addition expands the number of affordable 
health coverage options available for children across Pennsylvania to nine 
MCOs. 

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=QSiOQSgB1U2bbEf8Wpob3ndE7qziyYpOuRgpJFsWbGZUOTNaVTQ3Q1I4MTNIQkcwN0JMVzA0S01UOS4u&origin=QRCode
https://pa-navigate.org/


iii. PA has been awarded federal funding for the first year of its approved five-year 
Rural Health Transformation Plan (RHTP), to foster innovation and improve 
access to essential health services in rural communities that will be most 
impacted by federal spending cuts to Pennsylvania’s Medicaid program. The 
Commonwealth’s RHTP initiatives focus on technology and infrastructure, 
workforce, maternal health services, behavioral health services, aging and 
access, and emergency medical services and transportation. For more 
information on the RHTP and rural health initiatives in Pennsylvania, visit 
dhs.pa.gov/ruralhealth. 

iv. The Office of Developmental Programs (ODP) 
1. ODP announced a new resource “Communicating with individuals who are 

Blind or have a Vision Impairment.” The resource provides some basic 
information on vision, the most common eye disorders and how they 
impact a person’s communication, as well as strategies for effective 
communication when supporting these individuals. 

2. Pennsylvania’s 250th Anniversary, along with other major events 
scheduled across the Commonwealth in 2026, is expected to draw large 
crowds and result in increased noise, transportation disruptions, and 
heightened security measures. These circumstances may present 
foreseeable challenges for neurodivergent individuals. A guide called the 
Sensory-Friendly Preparedness Guide for Large-Scale Events was 
published to help individuals, families, and providers prepare for the 
upcoming large-scale events.  

g. PA Department of Labor and Industry – Russell Goddard  
i. Finalized the summer programs and for the 2026 program, OVR has 26 

applications for high school students who are deaf, hard-of-hearing, or deafblind 
throughout the Commonwealth. OVR is in the process of looking through the 
applications to make selections.  OVR has a capacity of 20 students, and the 
program will be from Monday, June 22nd through Monday, June 29th at Penn 
State main campus in State College, PA.   

ii. Attended the Hearing Loss Expo with two other members from the Bureau of 
Blindness and Visual Services. Overall, there is a lot of general interest in OVR 
services and with BBVS services judging by the members of the public that came 
not just to the tables, but also to the other tables as well (Hiram G Andrews 
Center).   

iii. Gerald Penna stated that he noticed that OVR seems to give the deaf person a 
lot of responsibility when it comes to looking for a job.  For example, if a deaf 
person wants to apply for a job online (applications are usually all in English).  A 
lot of companies are trying to have people apply online, but there is a timeframe 
in filling out an application.  If it takes too long to fill out the application, they will 
not even look at the person's application.  Gerald asked if there is something or 
some way we would be able to change that policy to allow an RCD to get 
involved with helping the person apply for applications online. Gerald also 
wondered if RCDs all over Pennsylvania can change their policy in how they help 
the adults and young students apply for jobs.  

iv. Ryan Hyde stated that counselors in general are trained to work with people and 
navigate through some of those issues through the counseling and guidance 
process.  If somebody expresses that they need assistance with that, the 
counselors will try to help them.  Counselors are trained to ask those types of 
questions. If there is a specific customer that doesn't feel like they are getting that 
support, you can let Russ know.   

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dhs/programs-services/healthcare/rural-health
https://palms-awss3-repository.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/Communications/ODP/2026/Sensory+Friendly+Preparedness+for+Large+Scale+Events+-+2026+.pdf


v. Ryan Hyde gave updates. The federal budget was passed for the National OVR 
Program.  It did include the COLA.  For the state budget, Governor Josh Shapiro 
has proposed an additional million dollars for OVR.  That money is earmarked 
and $500,000 is earmarked for ODHH.  There is not a line item that supports the 
program and it has been coming out of the General Funds that the Secretary has 
been allocating.  In the future, if the administration changes, that money could 
not be there.  It is encouraged that ODHH to work with legislators to solidify that 
program through legislation.  Hopefully, that money is going to be included and 
we are going to have $500,000 for the SSP.  Again, it is proposed money, and it 
has not passed. It is supposed to pass by July 1st.  Advocacy to keep that money 
in there is very much appreciated.  The other $500,000 is for the Bureau of 
Blindness and Visual Services and the children specialized program. It supports 
infants through 14 years old who lost their vision or were born blind, to learn how 
to use a white cane or other assistive technology devices.  It also includes a 
small population of adults if their disorder has progressed or if they are in an 
accident and lost sight. So, hopefully, that million will stay in the budget.   

vi. OVR remains in an Order of Selection.  OVR started taking cases off back in July 
through September.  There was a pause taking cases in October through 
December because there were the state and federal budget impasses. Once 
they were passed, OVR resumed taking cases off in January and we are taking 
roughly 100-150 customers per month and right now, there are 40 people on the 
wait list.  Ryan wanted to remind people that the Order of Selection is not just 
about money.  OVR did get the federal COLA and that is the first part of solving 
the Order of Selection situation, but the other part is staffing.  OVR has been on 
hiring restrictions or a hiring freeze since August of 2024.  OVR has been 
allowed to hire some positions but were down a lot of counselors.  OVR has 
processed probably close to 50-60 positions throughout the organization with the 
majority of those being counselors or other direct services staff.  OVR needs time 
to fulfill those positions, and it usually takes three months from the actual posting 
to onboarding someone.  Right now, OVR is keeping the Order of Selection in 
place.  Ryan added that there is talk about moving the Rehabilitation Services 
Administration (RSA) out of the Department of Education.  OVR is hearing there 
may be an interagency agreement between Education and RSA. Lastly, Ryan 
mentioned summer plans. He thinks that OVR will have at least 1,000 My Work 
students.  OVR has 66 of 67 counties confirmed.  OVRs summer internship 
program is hoping to offer 36 student internships, which is up from ten last year.  
The summer academies are planned and ready to go.   

vii. Amy Letteri asked Ryan about the Order of Selection.  Students who are enrolled 
through their IEP and through the high school process; does that Order of 
Selection apply to those students or are they considered to be separate entry 
streams into the OVR system?   Ryan stated that students may continue to 
receive pre-employment transition services under that program, and that is 
separate from the Order of Selection because it is not truly the VR program.  
Once they enter the actual “adult VR program” then the Order of Selection would 
apply.   

viii. Rep Joseph Hohenstein asked Ryan Hyde to email him a description of budget 
items for OVR. He stated that he wants to advocate for deaf and hard of hearing 
services. Gerald Penna suggested that he contact Deaf individuals to get their 
input, to hear input from the Deaf community directly instead of speaking to 
hearing people who speak for the Deaf community. Rep Hohenstein agreed.  

ix. Gerald Penna asked Russell Goddard how many RCDs there are in 
Pennsylvania. Russ stated that there are about 12 statewide. Some offices do 



not have an RCD but most of the RCDs that OVR has are deaf or hard of hearing 
themselves. Gerald asked if OVR has attempted to contact Gallaudet or RIT that 
have programs to recruit from. Russ stated that yes, OVR has been actively 
recruiting from colleges. There are about 4 or 5 universities throughout the 
country that have specialized training programs for RCDs at the master’s level. 
Unfortunately, 10-15 years ago there were 12 training programs. That makes it 
more difficult. Sometimes, PA runs into competition with other state VR agencies 
who are trying to sort of fight for the same pool of candidates.   

 
VI. Public Member Reports 

a. Amy Letteri thanked council members 
b. Larry McNulty shared that PSAD is doing a presentation to EMS services in June. 
c. Danielle Gregor shared that she attended the Hearing Loss Expo. She met with a 

woman named Gale from the Mount Aloysius interpreting training program. Gale is 
working to ensure that ASL interpreting is correctly recognized in Pennsylvania's 
workforce classification and with a Pennsylvania scholarship program.  Having a CIP 
code and the federal occupation code listed as an in-demand occupation, it would allow 
PA to potentially recruit students into interpreter training programs and they would be 
eligible for a Pennsylvania scholarship grant.   

 

VII. Public Comment Period – On Reports  

a. James (Chris) Noschese shared that he used to be chair of this council many years 

ago. He has noticed that Pennsylvania has a poor investment in deaf youth. He stated 

that OVR has a lot of funding for students that go to Gallaudet and RIT but those are 

out-of-state. He said these students then graduate from those institutions and do not 

come back to Pennsylvania. When he was young and went to college out-of-state and 

graduated, he came back to Pennsylvania to work because there was a loan 

forgiveness program (you had to be a teacher).  Now, he has nieces and nephews who 

got support from OVR but did not come back to Pennsylvania and they all owe a lot in 

student loans. He suggested that if there is a way to get a loan forgiveness program for 

our deaf youth to stay in Pennsylvania and work, he thinks it would be beneficial 

because PA is losing young deaf people.   

 

VIII. Council Goals 
a. Working with State Police 

i. Gerald Penna shared that at the Hearing Loss Expo he met with a state police 
representative, and they discussed how the police communicate with the deaf 
in the community.  He learned that the state police have VRI in their laptops 
that they have in their squad cars.  So, the police can have effective 
communication with deaf and hard-of-hearing if they know sign language.  A 
problem is that the community and the public do not know this. Gerald 
suggested that this is something that the advisory council can help inform the 
public, the Deaf community, about. Gerald also shared that he learned that at 
the state police academy they do not have any education in regard to the Deaf 
community and sign language. Gerald suggested that maybe council could set 
up a workshop, maybe an hour or two hours at the police stations with the state 
troopers in educating them about the Deaf community?  Gerald also shared 
that his goals are not important and council is to work together on goals.   

ii. Danielle Gregor stated that she thinks that council’s primary goal should be 
working towards the mission and advocating. Danielle said that perhaps council 
is not qualified to do the training for the state police but maybe instead council 



could send a letter to the state police advocating for money in their budget so 
they can have a quality presentation provided for them.  

iii. Danielle made a motion for council to draft a letter to the state police 
encouraging them to include training related to working with people who are 
hard-of-hearing, deaf, and deafblind and how to communicate with those 
individuals.  Gerald Penna asked if there was a second. Debi Shostak 
seconded the motion.  

iv. Christina Derhammer asked for a pause, as council needs to have a discussion 
to ensure all members are on the same page.  

v. Lea Sheffield stated that she agreed to draft a letter but also suggested inviting 
someone from the state police to join council for a meeting and hear from 
council.  

vi. Gerald Penna said the trooper he spoke was with public relations for a region in 
the northeast. The trooper is aware that Gerald will be in touch to find out who 
the Harrisburg contact person is so we can invite them to a council meeting.  

vii. Danielle added that it would be good to invite someone, but she feels that 
council needs to do something and writing a letter is an action we are taking.  

viii. Gerald added that council can send a letter and invite them to a meeting once 
he finds out who the correct contact is in Harrisburg. Gerald asked if there was 
any more discussion and asked if all were in favor of writing a letter to the state 
police, asked if there were any opposed, the motion passed.  

b. Aging 
i. Lea Sheffield shared that when thinking about goals and hearing Katharine 

Paisley’s report today, that one in four people in Pennsylvania are aging. Lea 
wondered if there is a specific goal that council should have around better 
supporting our aging population.   

ii. Gerald Penna agreed and stated that he has become more aware that services 
and support for deaf senior citizens who live in nursing homes are not getting 
proper communication access. He shared that most of the staff at those 
facilities are hearing.  As a deaf senior citizen himself he has concerns. It is a 
statewide issue, if not nationwide.  He agrees this is something that he thinks 
council should work on.   

iii. Danielle Gregor added at the last council meeting ODHH shared that they were 
creating an advocacy plan which included enhancing access for senior citizens, 
so she feels that this in alignment but wants to learn more about ODHH’s plan.  

iv. Gerald added that we could pull in the Department of Aging.  
v. Rebecca Lorah shared that Aging and ODHH have not met just yet. Rebecca 

would like to learn more about the issues that Gerald has heard about so she 
can take that information back to her local area agencies on aging. Aging is 
trying to develop some training procedures and modules for employees and 
would like to do more to educate on communication access. Rebecca supports 
this goal and would like to talk more.  

vi. Gerald recognized that each agency on aging has a budget and a lot of them 
say ‘we can’t afford to pay for it because it’s not in our budget’. Gerald said that 
this is an ADA issue, and it is required.  

c. PA Deaf input and actionable items  
i. Amy Letteri expressed her concern that we are missing what the wider deaf 

population needs and she was disappointed that the survey we did in 2024 
didn’t get a lot of responses. She suggested that council brainstorm different 
ways to hear the voices of people in PA who need our advocacy.  

ii. Gerald Penna agreed and said that the public doesn’t seem to be aware 
however part of the issue is not that deaf people can’t hear, it’s that hearing 



people do not listen. He expressed that hearing people do not seem to listen to 
deaf people – deaf people live it, deaf people experience it, deaf people see the 
problems and see discrimination. Gerald agreed with Amy and suggested a 
goal to get councils information out there and let the community know about the 
needs of deaf people. Gerald recognized that not all deaf people want to be 
advocates but there are also some deaf people who have just given up 
because they have been fighting for years.  

iii. Debi Shostak added that she agrees with Gerald. Debi expressed that council 
didn’t act on the survey results. She also shared that the email survey isn’t as 
effective as going in person and signing with people.  

iv. Danielle added that council did collect information from the survey and nothing 
happened with it. Danielle shared that she thinks it’s difficult for council to get 
work done when only meeting quarterly. She suggested making sure we look at 
notes to see what was discussed and follow up on action items, so council is 
doing something. Danielle suggested council meet every two months instead.  

v. Danielle moved to make a motion to have council meetings every two months.  
vi. Gerald asked if there was a second. No second was received and Gerald 

announced that the motion had dropped.  
vii. Christina Derhammer added that maybe committees would be a better way to 

get more action done.  
viii. Gerald expressed concern about the bylaw committee not having a chair still 

and concern about the lack of motivation for committees. Gerald also reminded 
the group about ODHH’s very small budget and council would need to discuss 
additional meetings with ODHH. Meetings that council have must be public. Lea 
Sheffield and Amy Letteri also expressed concern for the ODHH budget.  

ix. Debi Shostak added that council meetings have all the procedural things and 
there isn’t time for working on goals. Committees may be a better way to work 
on goals.  

x. Russell Goddard echoed concerns about the cost of meeting more often. Russ 
also expressed the importance of the bylaws committee and volunteered to be 
chair of the bylaws committee.  

xi. Gerald Penna thanked Russ and appointed Russ as the chair of the Bylaws 
Committee.  

xii. Danielle Gregor asked if council needs to make a motion to set up a working 
committee. Gerald believed that was correct. Danielle moved to make a motion 
to set up a subcommittee for working in between council meetings. Jennifer 
Bixler and Russell Goddard seconded the motion. Gerald asked for any 
discussion. Jennifer Bixler stated that for DOH’s newborn screening 
subcommittees they are assigned a specific goal, which makes it easier to 
obtain volunteers as it is a commitment only to that goal until it is complete.  
Danielle asked council for a more specific goal of the subcommittee. Gerald 
suggested that the issue should be analyzed more before a vote to ensure it is 
clear what the goals are to make the correct motion and ensure all are on the 
same page. (There were several people talking and signing at the same time.)  

xiii. Danielle moved to table her motion and referred it to Melissa Hawkins to give 
guidance to council about the budget and ODHH’s ability to support a third 
subcommittee. Gerald asked for a second. Christina Derhammer seconded the 
motion. All in favor said aye, the motion is carried and is tabled until next 
meeting.  

xiv. Lea Sheffield offered to resend out to the council the results of the survey from 
2024. Lea also reminded council of the results in the council folder.  



xv. There was some confusion between council members about where to find the 
agenda before the meeting. The agenda is publicly posted and available in the 
council folders. Council members would like it emailed to them. Lea Sheffield, 
Secretary, will email agenda to council members a week before council 
meetings in the future.  

 
IX. Lunch  

 
X. License Identification 

Council members were not prepared to discuss this; it will be moved to the June 

agenda.  

 

XI. Deaf and Hard of Hearing Expo  

• Melissa Hawkins thanked everyone for the success of the Hearing Loss Expo. Over two 
days, ODHH had several hundred people register and come through the event.  The 
Secretary came for several hours and spoke with every single vendor table. 
Representative Hohenstein made remarks.  There was a lot of council support too.  
Wednesday was youth focus day and there were multiple school districts in attendance.  
There was a presentation on youth empowerment, and it was packed full of people, led 
by Dominic, who is the president of PSAD.  Someone from the Attorney General's Office 
talked about rights.  Law enforcement did a presentation on traffic stops and barriers 
with the deaf and hard-of-hearing.  Melissa reminded council that ODHH has driver’s 
cards that were handed out. They were created with the Hearing Loss Association of 
America and PSAD. Melissa gave a special acknowledgement to her ODHH team for 
the heavy workload of the expo. Melissa thanked all the interpreters, both deaf and 
hearing interpreters that were there for access, as well as all of the students. ODHH had 
wonderful feedback and everybody seemed to really enjoy it.   

• ODHH is scheduled to start their advocacy planning now with the expo over.  

• Danielle Gregor thanked ODHH for the expo. Danielle requested the numbers of 
registered interpreters in PA, both working in person and video remote interpreting. 
Melissa Hawkins shared that she has a meeting on Monday at 10:00 a.m. with the 
information technology staff so she can provide that information. Melissa hopes to have 
a better answer next meeting. Danielle requested that the ODHH website be easier to 
navigate by adding a tile to the page for registration. New interpreters find it challenging 
to figure out where to register on the website.  

• Larry McNulty requested more information on the driver’s card and if it could be shared 
with the council. Gerald Penna showed the card to the council. Melissa shared that the 
card was developed in collaboration with the PSAD and HLAA and other state 
organizations that know the laws and procedures.  ODHH recognizes that 
communicating with police and emergency response is a challenge and well-meaning 
people often do the wrong thing. People can point to icons such as registration, 
something is expired, your taillight might be for example.  Melissa said she will share it 
with council.  The state police asked for 500 cards.  Law enforcement education institute 
shares them when they teach their class.  PSAD has an emergency response card or 
something that they have been working on too. Gerald Penna shared that he believed 
PSAD is working on a card for ambulance services. Larry added that it is for PEMA too 
and they are looking for contact information.  

 
XII. Bylaws Committee Report 

• Danielle Gregor shared that committee met. One more meeting is needed to finalize 
bylaws, there is one more section to review yet. Russ Goddard added that there are 



some details needed to be discussed with legal. Russ requested that the Bylaws 
Committee be added to the June agenda.  

 

XIII. Membership Committee Report, Lea Sheffield, Chair of Membership Committee 

• Lea Sheffield shared there was a meeting held in February. The two applicants we 
interviewed and recommended at the last meeting, a letter was sent to the Governor’s 
office recommending both applicants. There has not been a response yet. We received 
two applications: Paul McGann and Lynne James. With no openings in council 
currently, the committee will hold onto those applications until there is an opening. Very 
recently, March 6th, Melissa Hutzel submitted her resignation from council via email. 
Other notes: there are some changes to the application that we would like to make that 
are on ODHH’s to-do list now that the expo is over. The committee will be meeting with 
her soon to discuss.  

 
XIV. Second Public Comment Period – All other input (3 minutes each person) 

• Richard McGann – Deafblind advocate and co-chairperson for the safety county 
taskforce. Last December there was discussion about needing to work on police and 
improving 9-1-1. Richard shared that 9-1-1 does not know how to connect with 
interpreter services. Richard expressed concern about cybercrime and the Deafblind 
community being a target.  

• Charlotte Wample – Charlotte shared that she hit a call button for a nurse and they 
didn’t come. She waited a long time, she was hungry and has to use the restroom but 
they didn’t come. She waited hours. Charlotte expressed that there are problems with 
care facilities, they don’t listen to her and there is no communication, so she doesn’t 
understand what is happening. The nurses don’t know sign language so they write 
things on paper, but she doesn’t understand it.  

• Jeff Iseman – Wrote in the chat “I attended the Hearing Loss Expo in Camp Hill earlier 
this week and it was a very nice event.  I have heard from hard-of-hearing groups for a 
while that they approach things differently than the Deaf community.  We received 
feedback from one of our independent living forums.  In fact, they flagged me at the 
expo and I signed up for a local hard-of-hearing hearing loss group and they emailed 
me afterward and said they didn't get many attendees at their follow-up meeting.  Thank 
you.”  

 
XV. Adjournment 

Gerald Penna asked if there was a motion to adjourn the meeting. Russ Goddard made the 
motion to close the meeting, Janette Fulton seconded. All members said aye, the motion 
passes and the meeting is adjourned.  

 
  
Next meeting is June 5th at 9:30am either in person in Harrisburg or virtually.  
 
  


