
Division of Services of the Blind Board
Arkansas State Rehabilitation Council
Special Call Meeting Minutes
March 4th, 2025

Attendees:
State Rehabilitation Council (SRC) Members Present: Frank Hellmer, Chair; Courtney Leach, Co-Chair; Bradley Ledgerwood; Jennifer Carlin. 

Arkansas Rehabilitation Services (ARS), Division of Workforce Services (DWS) Staff: Joseph Baxter, Commissioner; Nathan Winter, Deputy Commissioner; Chip McAfee; Jim Moreland; Chip McAfee; Corie Bailey. 

Division of Services for the Blind Board (DSBB) Staff: David Henry, Chair; Theresa Petrey, Vice Chair; Erika Evans; Keith Clark; Tiffany Moore.

Division of Services for the Blind (DSB) Staff: Dr. Cassondra Stokes, Director; Megan Lamb, Assistant Director; Kevin Estes; Jacob Grace; Sherlyn Harris; Deion Haris; Amy Jackson; Terry Sheeler; Charlie Cain-Davis; Gwen Johnson; Jaime Davis; Theresa Bertram; Marion Asmus; Cheryl Atkinson; Scott Seay; LaTasha Mays; DiAnnette Finks; Marissa Lavin; Brandi Mitchell; David Henry; Stephen Partridge; Carol Jenkins; Kena Sabb-Tuckerson; Debra Newton; Rhonda Garmon; Sherlyn K. Harris; Latoya Baker; .

Arkansas Division of Workforce Connections: Cody Waits, Director.

Public Members: Jonathan Taylor; Mollie Hernadez; Wednesday Kramer; Lisa Lewis; Terry Sheeler; Christopher Barnes.

[bookmark: _Hlk115091187]Call to Order: Division of Services for the Blind Board Chair, David Henry, called the meeting conducted in Zoom to order at 3:02 p.m.  Following rollcall, a quorum was declared.

Response to Questions Regard the Merger of ARS and DSB – Cody Waits, Director, Division of Workforce Connections: Director Waits opened his comments expressing his appreciation to those taking time to attend.  He indicated the purpose of the called meeting was to address questions submitted and provide an opportunity to discuss the merger of ARS and DSB. He indicated many of the questions followed common themes.  He first addressed funding, communicating that by combining budgets the grants would be shared with additional funding created.  He next addressed questions regarding the identity of Division of Services for the Blind.  He related that nothing pertaining to the merger would place a limit on employees, reduce services, or hinder the ability to serve clients.  That such things as DSB counselors, vehicles, and Tech Labs would remain separated and that the merger could give DSB greater access to more capital granting the ability to do more.  Continuing, Director Waits addressed concerns regarding DSB Director, Dr. Consondra Stokes’s, future as it relates to the merger.  He indicated that Dr. Stokes’s and Commissioner Baxter’s positions were not in jeopardy and that functionally their jobs would remain the same.  That eventually there would be one director over the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation and that whoever was selected would be the representative on the state Workforce Development Board. That this individual would be the voice of vocational rehabilitation on that Board.  

Opportunity for Comments: Several DSB Board members and staff had questions and comments regarding the merger.  One concern expressed was whether new employees would be competent when working with the blind and visually impaired. Director Waits stated that the merger would not combine counselor responsibilities and client caseloads. Another concern expressed related to the combining of the SRC and DSB Board and that with it being advisory only would affect the level of service.  Director Waits communicated that while the new SRC would be advisory there would be not reduction in the level of service. Additional concerns expressed included the timing of the merger the level of services provided, and the current political climate. 

Additional Comments: Commissioner Baxter reflected that consideration of a merger was mostly a conversation in 2020.  That now, in 2025, after further consideration things had progressed to its current state.  He further commented that by going forward with the merger all concerns would be addressed and that the combined agency would operate efficiently.  Next, Director Stokes thanked everyone for attending and reassured all that she would always be an advocate for the blind and visually impaired no matter what the future might have in store.  She concluded by addressing concerns regarding the composition of the to be formed SRC. 

Adjournment: With no further business to conduct the special called meeting was adjourned at 4:57 p.m.

