
 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 
Department of Labor & Industry 

 
ADVISORY COUNCIL FOR THE DEAF AND HARD OF HEARING 

 
September 5, 2025 

9:00am-3:00pm 
Hybrid Meeting – Zoom Meeting room  

 
Mission:  The mission of the ACDHH is to provide recommendations, advocacy, and information for 

the betterment of Pennsylvanians who are D/deaf, Hard of Hearing, and DeafBlind.  
 

 
Council Members Role Present? 

Gerald Penna  Chair,  
Public Member  

Yes  

Christine Derhammer  Vice Chair,  
Public Member  

Yes  

Lea Sheffield  Secretary,  
PA Department of Human Services Designee  

Yes 

Thomas Foley  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  Yes  
Kallie Mendenhall  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 
Joseph CART  Yes 
 

I. Welcome & Housekeeping 
a. Gerald Penna opened the meeting  

 
II. Review and Approval of minutes from Friday, June 6, 2025 Meeting 

a. Members said that they did not receive the meeting minutes. Lea Sheffield immediately 
sent them again to the group. The group will wait to approve the minutes until everyone 
can review them.  

 



III. Ethics Presentation – Rob Schramm, Deputy Chief Counsel for the Department of Labor and 
Industry 

a. Debi Shostak asked who to contact if there was a conflict of interest. Rob said to 
contact Melissa who will work with him, or contact the State Ethics Commission.  

b. Lea Sheffield asked to clarify if we have an interpreter or interpreting agencies on 
council, whose income and/or business can be affected positively or negatively based 
on decisions we make as a council, that is not a conflict of interest? Correct? Rob said 
the best practice would be for that person to recuse themselves from votes. If council is 
affecting the field generally where council is not addressing one agency but all agencies 
exactly the same, Rob thinks they probably don’t have a conflict. 

c. Christina Derhammer asked for a description of the Sunshine Act in regard to Council. 
Rob said that meetings need to be held in public when conducting business. Conducting 
business means deliberations must happen. You cannot have deliberations outside of 
the agency meeting. You can gather information or fact find information outside of public 
meetings. A meeting agenda must be available to the public 24 hours in advance. 
Executive sessions can happen, but they are limited to certain exceptions. Votes need 
to happen in public sessions. The Sunshine Act presentation should be on members 
onboarding package.  

d. Ryan Hyde asked if council members can speak to each other in between meetings. 
Rob said that the council cannot conduct deliberations outside a public meeting.  

e. Ryan Hyde clarified that the council cannot call other members and tell them this is how 
they will vote, you cannot stack votes prior to a meeting. Rob said correct, you cannot 
predetermine what is going to happen at the meeting outside of the meeting.  

f. Danielle Gregor stated that she understood that under the Sunshine Act, members less 
than a quorum can discuss council information. She asked how the council is supposed 
to do anything if the council cannot discuss between meetings. Rob stated that when 
discussions and deliberations happen it needs to be public. You can do fact finding or 
ask a question if you don’t understand something outside the meeting. Danielle clarified 
if that is correct even when there is less than a quorum. Rob will confirm but that is his 
understanding.  

g. Alexander Van Hook asked if lotteries are considered gaming. Rob said he didn’t 
believe so. They are subject to a separate legal body.  

h. Alexander Van Hook asked if social security benefits, Medicaid, etc. affect conflict of 
interest. Rob said no. Alex confirmed that personal gifts and non-Commonwealth 
employment are exempted. Rob confirmed.  

i. Lea Sheffield asked about creating the agenda for the meeting if that needs to be held 
in public. Rob said no, but it needs to be approved at the meeting. 

j. Ryan Hyde stated that the council is conducting Commonwealth business, council 
members are appointed by the Governor to do business. So, any business needs to be 
done at meetings. Subcommittees can be created to work on a project and that work 
can then be brought to the council to vote on. Rob stated that the Sunshine Act allows 
subcommittees to work on particular tasks. The subcommittee needs to be created in 
the council meeting. Ryan asked if the subcommittee meetings must be open to the 
public. Rob said it depends on what we are working on, but if they are only information 
seeking then they don’t need to be public.  

 
IV. Department Reports (Governor, House of Representatives, Health, Aging, DHS, Education 

L&I/OVR) 



a. Governor’s Office  
i. The state budget is 2 months past the constitutional date for passing the state 

budget. The Senate is scheduled to return next week to deliberate. The 
Governor and the administration understand that the lack of a budget is making 
life difficult for people across the Commonwealth. The Governor is meeting 
regularly to make sure the budget gets done as soon as possible. 

b. House of Representatives 
i. Disability summit on 9/25/25 at Temple University Student Center, 1755 N. 13th 

St. Registration is at Disability Summit 2025 Tickets, Thu, Sep 25, 2025 at 9:00 
AM | Eventbrite. Any questions, 215-744-2600  

ii. Technology and communications committee, tech accelerator. (Voice was 
indiscernible) There will be a report coming.  

c. Health  
i. Early Hearing Detection and Intervention (EHDI) 

1. The notice of award for the EHDI grant was received and our program will 
remain level funded through the next grant cycle.  

2. 2026 EHDI conference will be held in Jacksonville Florida March15-17.  
Currently they are accepting abstracts for anyone interested in presenting. 

ii. Infant Hearing Screening Advisory Committee (IHSAC)  
1. The Committee met 8/7/25 and reviewed suggested language for hearing 

screeners to help explain the importance of hearing screening, and also 
suggested verbiage if an infant does not pass their inpatient screen in 
hopes that more parents will bring their child back for a screening after a 
failed screening. There was a discussion on the follow up cases and their 
increase post COVID. 

2. Additionally Early Intervention enrollment has been declining.  An analysis 
will be done to try and determine any trends in why services are being 
denied. 

3. Next meeting will be 10/23/25 
d. Aging 

i. 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 people.  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. The PACE Clearinghouse assists with hard-to-place cases where deaf adults are 
turned away from nursing or personal care homes and need housing.  The 
Clearinghouse is continuing to work with Denise Brown to find a place for an 
individual that would like to be housed in a Personal Care Home (PCH).   

e. Human Services  
i. The Office of Developmental Programs 

1. PA Autism Training Conference, September 30 – October 1, 2025, Hosted 
Virtually, all sessions will have an ASL Interpreter 

ii. The Office of Long-Term Living 
1. August 2024, the Community HealthChoices (CHC) program announced 

the applicants selected for re-procurement however it is currently in a stay 
and no timeline can be shared at this time. The CHC program will continue 
to operate under the current Managed Care Organizations (MCO) until 
further notice. 

iii. The Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/disability-summit-2025-tickets-1617076682889?aff=oddtdtcreator
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/disability-summit-2025-tickets-1617076682889?aff=oddtdtcreator


1. Suicide Prevention Training Series for mental health professionals working 
with youth. Training courses are offered on the first and third Tuesday of 
the month from noon to 1pm between September 2nd and February 3rd. 
Flyer was attached. 

f. Education  
i. Bridging Knowledge to Know-How: Empowering Pennsylvania Educators and 

Partners 
1. July 28-31, 2025 
2. Over 1,000 attendees 
3. This conference brought together Pennsylvania’s educators, community 

partners, families, and youth to explore the latest insights, strategies, and 
tools that bridge the gap between knowledge and practical application. 

4. Save the date: August 4-7, 2026 @ Lancaster County Convention Center 
ii. D/deaf and Hard of Hearing students are often “excused” (excluded?) from World 

Language classes. We know that they can learn multiple languages, just like any 
other child. Supported by a PaTTAN grant, the World of Learning Institute offers 
ASL 1-4 courses to high school students across the state. These courses are 
delivered virtually during and after the school day and can be awarded a full high 
school credit. Deaf/HH students receive a 100% tuition discount. Please reach 
out to Olivia Grugan (ogrugan@iu08.org) for more information. 

iii. The Pennsylvania Expanded Core Competencies for Students Who Are Deaf or 
Hard of Hearing (PA ECC-DHH) website is being consistently updated at 
www.paeccdhh.org . 

iv. The PA ECC-DHH is a comprehensive description of the unique needs of 
children/students who are deaf or hard of hearing, including the supplemental 
learning and functional skills that may be needed to support their educational 
success and the delivery of a free and appropriate public education (FAPE). The 
resource looks at knowledge standards and skill development for DHH students 
through the lens of access, and is broken down into 8 content rubric areas: 

• Academic Language Development 
• Audiology: Hearing & Listening 
• Career & Work Readiness 
• Communication: American Sign Language 
• Communication: Spoken Language 
• Self-Determination & Advocacy 
• Social-Emotional Competencies 
• Technology 

v. Memberships to DCMP (Described and Captioned Media Program) are FREE for 
school staff, families, and students. Did you know that DCMP membership 
includes: 

• Over 18,000 educational videos with captions and audio description 
• Over 2,000 videos with added ASL 
• Transition resources 
• Interpreter training and family ASL learning videos 
• Online professional development resources with CEU opportunities 
• Educational TV series from major networks 
• Resources for post-secondary educator and interpreter training 
• Funded by the U.S. Department of Education 
• New this summer: PBS Kids shows with added ASL, new Quick Classes 

for professional development, a new picture book video with captions, 
audio description, and ASL, and subordinating conjunctions with ASL! 



Also, if you're looking to up your accessibility game, check out DCMP's 
new AI Scene Description tool! 

vi. PaTTAN has updated special education documents: 
1. Annotated IEP Update 

a. Change PASA Science from grade 4 to 5 
2. Procedural Safeguards notice update 

a. Addition of Complaint Form 
b. Updates to contact information 

g. Labor & Industry  
i. 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. 

2. 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 

3. The DHH Summer Academy at Penn State Main Campus happened on 
June 23-30, 2025, with 20 DHH high school students. It was 7 days of 
classes, workshops, and fun. It was highly publicized and hugely 
successful with the students and families.  No plans for the 2026 DHH 
Summer Academy have been made yet.  

4. Some DHH high school students have also participated in various MyWork 
programs throughout the state, as well as a few other DHH students 
working in a state park in a partnership between DCNR, PA Outdoor 
Corps, Corps THAT, and OVR. 

5. Had two events at the Governor’s residence that were well received. The 
Hiram G culinary students were able to cook for the First Lady and other 
dignitaries. The Commonwealth internship program had 10 interns.  

ii. Unemployment Compensation 
1. 4.0% unemployment rate in PA as of July 2025.  There are 123,000 open 

unemployment insurance claims as of August 23, 2025. 
2. Continuing to provide services under the Federal CARES Act and regular 

UC. 
iii. Office for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing 

1. Over the past several months, the Office for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing 
(ODHH) has continued its work to ensure access, equity, and essential 
services for Pennsylvanians who are Deaf, Hard of Hearing, and 
DeafBlind. Our recent efforts have focused on service continuity, 
community engagement, advocacy, and direct support. 

2. Service Continuity: Support Service Provider (SSP) services can continue 
for all clients during the current state budget impasse. The Office for the 
Deaf and Hard of Hearing (ODHH) has received approval for a waiver to 
continue funding essential services for the SSP program. 

3. Community Engagement: Presented Act 57 workshops at the 
Pennsylvania Society for the Advancement of the Deaf (PSAD) 
Conference in July and provided a session for emerging interpreters 
through the Pennsylvania Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (PARID). 



4. Advocacy and Collaboration: Partnering with the Pennsylvania Attorney 
General’s Office to address lack of accommodation and denial of services 
in Skilled Nursing Facilities and Personal Care Homes. 

5. Individual Advocacy: Continued individual-specific advocacy to assist 
individuals navigating barriers to communication access and services. 

6. Education Support: Noted an uptick in contacts from schools and families 
as the new academic year begins, reflecting continued demand for 
guidance and resources. 

7. Accessibility Initiatives: Provided training, technical assistance, and public 
education to agencies and service providers on communication access 
and accommodation best practices. 

8. Event Planning: Increased planning and coordination for the upcoming 
Hearing Loss Expo, which serves as a major statewide outreach and 
education event. March 10th, 11, 2026. 

9. Looking Ahead: ODHH remains committed to ensuring that 
Pennsylvanians who are Deaf, Hard of Hearing, and DeafBlind have 
equitable access to services and opportunities.  

 

V. Public Comment Period – Comments on the Department Reports (3 minutes each person) 
a. Debi Shostak (council member) proposed a potential conflict of interest on council. The 

person owns an interpreting agency and there may be a conflict of interest to discuss. 
They would have a financial interest in the business of the council. It’s not a 
representation of what the deaf community wants, it’s for personal financial gain for the 
business. There may be a conflict there. Christina Derhammer expressed that she 
agrees with Debi and that there is a conflict, this person should not be on council. A 
person of the public added to the chat that this is a private board matter, not a 
discussion for the public. Lea Sheffield responded that per the Sunshine Act, it is a 
deliberation so it should be discussed in public.  

b. Rich McGann – the public – stated that he is deafblind. He has met with a member of 
the House of Representatives, Jessica Benham. They discussed transportation issues 
and the need for deafblind support. He also mentioned that the public utility commission 
needs to provide interpreters for the deaf, hard of hearing, and deafblind. The electric 
company and gas company have a problem when they are working and the deaf have 
no ability to communicate with them. They should have interpreters come with them. He 
further stated that they should know where all the deaf, hard of hearing, and deafblind 
people live. Gerald Penna noted that he believed Pittsburgh had a task force that Rich 
could possibly approach.  

c. Lynne James – BEI interpreter advanced, recently moved to Pittsburgh from Texas. She 
wants to advocate for DHHDB individuals’ rights in medical settings; an agency is 
violating people’s rights and there is nowhere to report them. She expressed that there 
is abuse and harm happening. She questioned if concerns should be reported to the 
Attorney Generals office.    

d. Cassandra Montague – Patrick Kilgallon directed her to make a comment – Cassandra 
said the deaf community needs interpreters to work. She said that when she contacts 
OVR is not satisfactory, she wants a deaf advocate. Gerald Penna suggested that she 
contact ODHH.  

e. Harry Barnum - Breakthrough Independent Living Services – Stated that there are not 
enough job coaches and interpreters, and people are frustrated with OVR. Ryan Hyde 
responded, stating that they have counselors for the Deaf however they do not have 
enough. They use interpreters for those situations. Melissa Hawkins added that they 



can advocate and provide information as needed alongside OVR. Harry mentioned that 
hard of hearing people need equal services. Melissa responded that ODHH serves 
anyone who is deaf, hard of hearing, or deafblind.  

 
VI. Break  

 
VII. Review and Approval of minutes from Friday, June 6, 2025 Meeting 

Gerald Penna asked for a 10-minute review of the minutes since they were now sent to 
Council. (10 minute review) 
Gerald Penna asked for a motion to approve the agenda. Russ Goddard made the 
motion and Tom Foley seconded. All in favor, the motion passed, and the minutes were 
approved. 

 
VIII. LUNCH – ½ hour 
 

IX. Old Business 
a. Bylaws Committee Report and Review 

i. Russ Goddard was a member of the committee but didn’t know who the chair 
was, he suggested Gerald as the new chair, appoint someone. Gerald Penna 
asked if there were volunteers and there was no response. Russ offered to be a 
member of the committee. Gerald will reach out to others who were on the 
committee last to see who wants to be chair.  

ii. Lea Sheffield asked to see the drafted bylaws. Melissa Hawkins stated that 
legal is looking at them to recommend Sunshine Act changes. Melissa offered 
to schedule a subcommittee meeting to discuss.  

b. Membership Committee Report 
• Lea Sheffield, committee chair, reported that the subcommittee last met in May 

because there were no open vacancies.  
• Kallie Mendenhall, a public member, was notified in July that their attendance 

has not been consistent for quite some time and the notice asked if Kallie was 
still interested in serving as a Council member.  Kallie was given until 8/30/25 to 
respond. If there was not a response, Council will assume she is no longer 
interested. No response was received, and Kallie declined the meeting invitation.  

• We have 3 applicants (one hearing, one hard of hearing, one Deaf) that Lea will 
invite to the December meeting for an interview.  

• Melissa Hawkins confirmed the process.  
• Lea Sheffield will send their applications to the council.  
• Danielle Gregor asked about member term limits. She understood several 

members met their term limits. Will the council be terminating positions due to 
term limits? Danielle also asked if there would be an onboarding process, she did 
not receive anything. Lea responded, stating that she understood that everyone 
was reappointed and no one expires until July 2026, she asked Melissa to 
confirm. Lea also stated that an onboarding packet is on the committee’s to-do 
list. The idea is to host a folder that is private to the council with Act 1997-37, a 
description of council, the Sunshine Act presentation, acronym list, current 
council member list, Robert’s Rule of Order information, and today’s presentation 
about conflicts of interest. Danielle further asked where reappointments are 
announced. Melissa Hawkins said to contact ODHH. Melissa also stated that the 
application was revised to be more accessible, they just got it back, but she isn’t 
sure if it’s on the website yet or not.  



 
X. New Business 

• 2026 meeting dates, council should please complete the Doodle poll: 
https://doodle.com/group-poll/participate/boJygVBa  

• Debi Shostak expressed a concern about a council member who is an interpreting 
agency owner, and she feels as if it is a conflict of interest and a concern that should be 
addressed. Gerald Penna asked Rob Schramm for input. Rob said that he thought it 
would be best to have this discussion at another meeting, because it is not on the 
agenda. He also stated that accusing an appointed council member of unethical 
conduct would not fall under the general vague category of new business. Debi clarified 
that she didn't mean to say it about the person but was saying from now on when we 
think about council members who own interpreting agencies, maybe they should not be 
able to join this council. She suggested that maybe it should be a rule, for ACDHH for 
now on. Ryan Hyde stated that the council needs to remember that the Governor 
appoints members to the Council. The Council does not appoint members to the 
Council. The council can make a recommendation, but in the end is the Governor who 
gets to appoint whoever he wants, as long as it meets the act. Ryan stated that if 
somebody owned an interpreting agency, was voting on something that directly 
benefited that interpreting agency, they would have to recuse themselves. It does not 
mean that they cannot still be on the council, they are a part of the larger ecosystem 
and community that serves people who are deaf, hard of hearing, and deafblind.  He 
also stated that this council is just for recommendations. Council does not set policy and 
cannot make a bylaw that restricts a certain group of people from being appointed to the 
Council. Rob Schramm stated that Ryan is correct, and the statute governs who the 
Governor can appoint.  

• Someone in the chat asked if a person would have to recuse themselves from voting if it 
affected their business. Rob Schramm stated that yes, only if it directly affects their 
business they should not vote.  

• Debi Shostak stated that the problem is more in the past four years with Act 57. 
Agencies helped to change the law to their benefit. Debi stated that they see so many 
agencies abusing it and interpreting agencies say they represent the deaf community, 
but they really only do it for their benefit.  

• Lea Sheffield noted in the chat that the challenge that we have here is that it is a trauma 
response as individuals have experienced personal trauma in the past and present 
related to the issue at hand. Lea added that she appreciates Debi feeling safe enough 
to share her opinion and concerns with the council. Rob Schramm stated that he did not 
have a comment in response.  

 
XI. Public Comment Period – (3 minutes each person) 

a. None  
 

XII. Wrap Up – Adjourn 
a. Gerald Penna asked if there is a motion to adjourn the meeting. Russ Goddard made 

the motion to close the meeting, Tom Foley seconded. All members said aye, the 
motion passes and the meeting is adjourned.  
 

Next meeting is on December 5th, and it is a virtual meeting 
 

 
 

https://doodle.com/group-poll/participate/boJygVBa

