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The 2026 RAISE Texas VITA Conference brings together VITA leaders, staff, volunteers, and partners from 

across Texas and around the country for two days of in-depth learning, practical problem solving, and peer 

collaboration. Developed from feedback from VITA programs, the conference features national IRS updates, 

funding strategies, technical tax education, volunteer management, innovative service delivery models, and 

practical strategies to strengthen every aspect of a VITA program. 

Beyond the Presentations: Inside the Prosper Tax Center   

Day Two takes learning beyond the conference room and into Foundation Communities' Prosper Tax Center. 

Participants will rotate through each stage of the VITA operation, following the flow of clients, paperwork, 

volunteers, and tax returns while Foundation Communities staff explain how they approach each component 

of the process and answer questions along the way.  

RAISE Texas and Foundation Communities are excited to spend the day learning alongside colleagues from 

across the country as we discuss different approaches to running VITA programs and share what has worked in 

our respective communities. Our goal for the day is for everyone to leave with new ideas and practical 

approaches they can adapt to fit their own communities. There is nothing quite like seeing a VITA operation in 

person to spark questions and new perspectives. 

For those who are not familiar with the Prosper Tax Center, here's a sense of the operation you'll be exploring. 

In its 22nd year, Foundation Communities filed 15,650 tax returns across nine locations with 474 IRS-certified 

volunteers contributing more than 22,000 volunteer hours. The breadth of the operation also provides 

opportunities to see how Foundation Communities offers complementary services around its VITA program, 

including financial coaching and Marketplace/Medicaid/CHIP enrollment. 

Conference Details and Registration: raisetexas.org/events/vita/ 

Questions?  Contact Charlene Hurst at churst@raisetexas.org.  

 

Thank You to Our Supporters 

    2026 VITA Conference Sponsor        VITA Practitioner Resources  

 

 

   



 

 

   

                     2026 RAISE Texas VITA Conference 
                                Conference Program 
                                                                         
 

Tuesday, September 22 
Shalom Austin Jewish Community Center 

7300 Hart Lane, Austin, TX 78731  

 

9:00 Registration Opens 
 

10:00 Welcome to the 2026 RAISE Texas VITA Conference 
 

10:05 The State of the IRS: Updates Every VITA Program Needs to Know 
Richard L. Rodriguez 
National Director, SPEC, IRS 
The IRS continues to navigate significant operational and workforce changes. Get the latest updates 
on IRS operations, staffing, and priorities from a national perspective.  

 

10:30 Funding the Mission: Turning VITA Data into Dollars  
Preparing quality tax returns is only part of sustaining a successful VITA program. Learn from 

leaders who have been on both sides of the funding table, securing support for VITA programs and 

making grant decisions. Discover how to use your program's data to strengthen grant proposals, 

communicate value to funders, and build long-term financial support.  

Panelists (additional panelists to be announced) 

Kori Hattemer, MPAff 

Program Officer, St. David's Foundation 

After eight years securing funding for VITA and other community programs, Kori now makes 

funding decisions, including investments in VITA and other financial stability initiatives. She will 

share what funders value and how VITA programs can build a stronger case for support.   

 

11:10 Strengthening the VITA Volunteer Experience 
 Miller Wilbourn 

 Senior Corporate Engagement Manager, Foundation Communities 

Recruiting volunteers is only the beginning. Learn what it takes to build a volunteer experience that 

attracts people, prepares them for success, and keeps them engaged throughout the tax season. 

Learn the systems, communication strategies, and organizational culture behind a program that 

recruited, trained, and supported 474 IRS-certified tax preparers who contributed 22,090 volunteer 

hours during the 2026 tax season. Miller will share practical ideas for strengthening every stage of 

the volunteer journey, from recruitment and onboarding to training, engagement, recognition, and 

continuous improvement. 
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12:10 Networking Lunch  
 Connect with VITA colleagues from across Texas and around the country. 

 

1:00 Exploring VITA Models from Across the Country 
                 Darren Liddell, AFC 

Co-Founder, Vesta Prosperity (Public Benefit Corporation) 

Drawing on his experience with VITA programs in Georgia, Florida, and New York, Darren brings a 

national perspective on how successful programs approach common challenges. Combining 

strategic insight with hands-on operational experience, he'll share approaches that have worked in 

different settings and practical lessons attendees can adapt to their own programs. 

 

2:00 Tax Tidbit:  Encouraging Savings at Tax Time 
 Julia Pynes, MBA, MSW 

Financial Wellness Program Manager, Foundation Communities 

Learn from a VITA program that helped 1,800 taxpayers save more than $3.4 million from their 

tax refunds during the 2026 tax season. Julia will share practical strategies that VITA programs can 

use to encourage more taxpayers to save at tax time. 

 

2:15 Tools for Tackling Tax Debt: What VITA Programs Should Know 
Speaker to Be Announced 
Not every taxpayer leaves a VITA site with a refund. Tax debt will likely be a bigger issue this filing 

season as some Marketplace enrollees face larger Advance Premium Tax Credit repayments 

following the repeal of the repayment caps. Learn about the IRS's transition from First Time Abate 

(FTA) to Automatic Exemption from Penalty (AEP), along with installment agreements, Offers in 

Compromise, and other payment relief options that may help taxpayers manage tax debt. 

 

2:40 Snack Break   
 

2:55 Building Technical Expertise 
 Choose one of the following three breakout sessions:  

Understanding 530A Accounts and Michael & Susan Dell Foundation Funding 
Speakers to Be Announced 
Learn how new 530A accounts and additional funding from the Michael & Susan Dell Foundation 
create new savings opportunities for eligible families. This session will cover eligibility, claiming the 
initial federal contribution, and practical ways VITA programs can educate and assist families during 
tax season. 
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2:55 Mastering Marketplace Coverage: 1095-As, Common Pitfalls, and Client Education 
Speakers to Be Announced 

 Marketplace-related issues continue to be one of the leading causes of return rejects and taxpayer 

confusion at VITA sites. Gain a better understanding of how Marketplace coverage works, learn 

how to troubleshoot common 1095-A and Form 8962 issues, and equip volunteers to have difficult 

conversations with taxpayers about eligibility, premium tax credits, and repayment obligations. The 

session will also explore practical strategies for helping taxpayers understand when and why they 

should report income increases to the Marketplace to reduce the risk of a large repayment 

obligation on their next tax return. 

 

VITA Tax Experts Weigh In: Real Scenarios, Real Answers  
Bring your toughest tax questions. A panel featuring a tax attorney, CPA, and Enrolled Agent will 
discuss challenging tax situations submitted by attendees and share practical guidance for issues 
commonly encountered at VITA sites.  

Panelists 
Janet Herrgesell, EA 
Senior Tax Program Manager, Foundation Communities  

Mandi Matlock, JD 
Staff Attorney, Texas RioGrande Legal Aid, and Clinical Instructor, Tax Litigation Clinic, Harvard 
University Law School 

Adelfino Palacios, CPA  
Professor of Accounting, Del Mar College 

 

3:50 Program Operations & Management 
 Choose one of the following three breakout sessions:  

Managing a VITA Site: What Every New Manager Needs to Know 
Whether you're a new site manager or responsible for training them, this session will focus on the 
core knowledge, skills, and judgment needed to lead a successful VITA site. Learn practical 
approaches to preparing site managers to work effectively with volunteers, maintain quality, 
navigate site inspections, and solve day-to-day operational challenges.    

Panelists 
 Pennie Clayton, MBA 

VITA Program Manager, United Way of Tarrant County 

 Leti Valadez 

Supervising Site Manager, Foundation Communities  

 

 Expanding Service Delivery: Intake-Only and Virtual Services 
Panelists to Be Announced 

Learn how intake-only and virtual VITA models work and when they may be a good fit for your 
program. Gain insights from organizations that have successfully implemented these models. 

 



 

 

Page 5 

Tuesday, September 22 

 
3:50 Engaging Colleges and Universities in VITA 

Explore practical approaches to engaging colleges and universities in VITA, including campus-based 

programs, student volunteers, work-study funding, and long-term partnerships. Learn from 

organizations that have successfully used higher education to strengthen and expand VITA services. 

Panelists  
Kenneth Bankston 
Business Information Systems Academic Program Specialist & VITA Coordinator, St. Philip’s College 

Karen Serna, PhD 
Director, Student Financial Wellness and Financial Aid Outreach, Austin Community College 

Adria Vasquez, CPA 
Assistant Professor of Accounting, Del Mar College 
Adria and her father, Adelfino “Fino” Palacios, CPA, lead the Del Mar College VITA program 
established by Fino in 2001. 

 

4:40 Innovations and Emerging Practices 
 Choose one of the following three breakout sessions:  

  What’s New for VITA: IRS Updates for the 2027 Filing Season 
Panelists (additional panelists to be announced) 
Jennifer L. Hill 

Senior Stakeholder Relationship Tax Consultant, SPEC Austin Territory, IRS 

 Juan Carrizales 

Senior Tax Consultant, SPEC, IRS 

 

High School Service Learning: Strengthening VITA Through Student Engagement 
Discover how VITA programs are engaging high school students through service learning, creating 

opportunities for students to build workforce skills while expanding program capacity and serving 

more taxpayers. 

Panelists (additional panelists to be announced) 
Jessica Cuellar 

CTE & Accounting Teacher, Business Professionals of America chapter advisor, and VITA 

Coordinator, Temple High School 

 

Third Breakout Session to Be Announced 
 

5:30 VITA Connections Reception 
–7:00 Join colleagues from across Texas and around the country for heavy hors d'oeuvres, entertainment, 

and relaxed networking to end the first day.  
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Wednesday, September 23 
Foundation Communities South Prosper Center 

2900 South IH-35 Frontage Road, Austin, TX 78704 
 

Behind the Scenes at the Prosper Tax Center 
Spend the day at Foundation Communities' Prosper Tax Center exploring how different components of the 

operation work. Throughout the day, Foundation Communities staff will explain how they approach each 

area, answer questions, and encourage conversations about different approaches and what has worked in 

VITA programs across the country. 

 

8:30 Check-in, Coffee, and Light Breakfast Snacks 
   

9:15 Morning Discussions 
 Rotate through five discussion sessions where Foundation Communities staff describe their 

approach, followed by a discussion of how other VITA programs deliver similar services. 

 Tax Preparation Process, Client Flow, and Quality Assurance 

 Managing Client Demand: Appointments, Walk-Ins, and Sign-In Software 

 Expanding Services as a Certified Acceptance Agent for ITIN Applications 

 Drop-Off Tax Preparation Services 

 

11:55 Networking Lunch  
 

1:00 Afternoon Discussions 
Continue the conversation with additional topics focused on specialized services and operational 

challenges. 

 Foreign Student and Scholar Returns 

 Supporting Self-Employed Taxpayers through Get Ready Appointments 

 Language Access: ASL Interpretation and Other Communication Supports 

 Transmitting Returns and Working Rejects 

 Helping Clients Navigate ID.me 

 

3:00 Key Takeaways and Wrap-Up  

 

3:30 Conference Concludes 

   

 


