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Director’s Notes
By Pamela Allen
Here at LCB, we strive to have a positive impact on the lives of all the students we train. Each of us takes seriously the concept of changing what it means to be blind, and our instructors and support staff work tirelessly to make sure we deliver quality programs to our students. Much of the year is devoted to training adults, but in the summer months our adult students are joined by elementary and secondary school students participating in the STEP and Buddy programs. Much of this issue of the Bell Ringer is devoted to articles about these two important programs. We are also including an in depth article about one our former students who has become a successful elementary school teacher, in Austin, Texas.


It is traditional that we ring a bell at the center every time a graduate achieves something monumental, and we include some of those “bell ringers” in every issue of this newsletter. We have lots to talk about in this issue because our former students have been very busy. We work hard to make sure that our students leave the center and lead normal, productive lives. The “bell ringers” they tell us about are proof that we are meeting that goal every day. If you are a former student who has something that should be included in the pages of this newsletter, don’t hesitate to let us know. Contact me or our newsletter editor so that we can share your triumphs with your colleagues and the world. You’ll find contact information for our editor on the back page of this newsletter.

STEP & Buddy Programs, A Summer of Challenges & Successes
By Eric Guillory
Editor’s Note:  Eric Guillory is the director of youth services at the Louisiana Center for the Blind. He lives in Ruston with his wife and two children.
Temperatures were high in Ruston this summer, but not as high as the spirits of the students and counselors who were involved in this year’s STEP and Buddy programs. Eight high school students from four states participated in STEP, and the Buddy Program hosted seven elementary and middle school students from three states. 
STEP students received instruction in the skills of blindness, and gained valuable life and employment experience by working at local businesses during the month of July. They also had the opportunity to attend the annual convention of the National Federation of the Blind, in Detroit, Michigan. Their participation in the convention allowed them to interact with successful, blind adults and to attend a variety of fun and informative meetings and events. The Buddies learned how to use their canes, were taught daily living skills, and received training in how to read and write Braille more proficiently. 
All work and no play makes for a dull summer, but the Buddy and STEP program participants were never bored. Our youth services summer staff provided them with a variety of activities designed to be fun and to promote positive social interaction. Students had the opportunity to visit the High Delta Safari Park, in Delhi and the historic Jefferson Railway, in Jefferson, Texas. They had fun using their travel skills while riding local buses in Monroe and Shreveport, and they were enthusiastic about dinner and movie excursions. 
While these activities were intended to be enjoyable, they also presented new and sometimes daunting challenges for the students—challenges that they accepted with grit and determination. I am proud of them for hanging in there even when the going got tough.
There are many people to thank for making the Buddy and STEP programs successful. I’ll begin with Pam Allen and the entire adult rehabilitation staff at LCB. Their advice and support allowed our summer counselors to provide the quality youth programs for which LCB has become known. I would also like to extend a special thank you to the seven counselors and two Louisiana Tech O&M interns who worked tirelessly to deliver superior service to our students. Finally, I want to thank our students and their families. Many parents had to advocate vigorously so that their children could attend, and once the students arrived, they approached the programs with enthusiasm and resolve. That allowed us to give them a summer of experiences that we hope they won’t soon forget. 
At LCB, we have high expectations of our students. The 2009 STEP and Buddy students met those expectations. They are all a part of our effort to change what it means to be blind, and if they continue to challenge themselves as they did this summer, they will be able to compete with their sighted peers when they become adults.

My Experience As A Buddy

By Sophie Trist
I attended the Buddy Program, at the Louisiana Center for the Blind, in 2008. I want to tell you a little about the program because I think all blind kids should have this great experience. The Buddy Program lasts for three weeks, and it teaches blind children to be independent. I think it is a big step in learning to be a young man or woman. Now that I have attended this great camp I feel a lot more mature. I feel that it gave me an idea of how college will be.

In the Buddy Program, we learned cane travel, Braille, home economics, and computer skills. These classes give blind children the skills they need to be independent adults. Being part of the Buddy program is a big milestone for blind kids like me. 

I met a lot of new friends in the Buddy Program. It was a new experience to be with other blind kids. I missed my family and couldn't wait to see them, but now that I’m home, I think I'll miss LCB as well. It's so wonderful. I think the Buddy Program is an essential part of every blind child's life. I hope every parent with a blind boy or girl will apply for the Buddy Program. It'll be a super experience for them. They'll love it. 
The things we were expected to do were not always easy, but it's the most wonderful experience I've ever had. Words cannot describe what it feels like to know that a blind girl can do anything she wants.

Let The Freedom Bell Ring
By Emily Weidner
Editor’s Note:  Emily Weidner is 18-years-old. She attends high school in her hometown of Sulphur, LA. Here is what she has to say about her summer experience as a STEP student at LCB.

I’ve been blind since I was nine-years-old, and I’ve learned to accept that and to get on with my life. I have always fought for my independence at home, at school, and in my community. Before attending the Summer Training and Employment Project (STEP) at the Louisiana Center for the Blind, I gave myself credit for having pretty good blindness skills. I thought I was an excellent Braille reader. I also thought my knowledge of assistive technology was all right. I even thought my daily living skills and O&M skills were pretty good. I did feel that these skills could use a little improvement, so I decided to attend the STEP program that LCB offers every summer and was accepted.

The first four and a half weeks of the program consisted of training in the skills of blindness. We focused on Braille, cane travel, computer literacy, and daily living skills. My counselors were awesome. I’ve known dedicated teachers, but the STEP instructors seemed to have a more personal stake in what they were teaching the eight students who were in the program. They wanted to help us become high-achieving students. In short, they loved their jobs!


In Braille class, we spent the first half of each two hour period reading both silently and aloud. The second half of the class period was dedicated to writing with a slate and stylus. At LCB, all students learn how to use the slate and stylus. I think this is a good approach, and I took every opportunity to practice even when I wasn’t required to. This made my Braille instructor very excited. A few of us wanted to learn Braille music, but time didn’t permit us to get very far with that. It was great to learn as much as we did, though. I can’t wait to learn more.


I really needed to work hard in cane travel class. I felt my O&M skills needed major improvement. My instructor spent the first week showing me several routes from my apartment to the center. In the middle of the second week I had to switch travel instructors because of a change in my schedule. I was able to adjust to the change and was excited about the new things I would learn. I learned how to find businesses using their addresses as a guide. I learned how to travel across parking lots and driveways. In the third week of class my instructor gave me a real challenge. He wanted me to take on an independent route. That meant he thought I could handle an assignment without having him tell me anything other than where he wanted me to go. My first assignment was to travel to the center, a route I knew well by that time. After that, I took on numerous independent routes, and I learned that it is OK to get lost and to ask for directions.


In my home economics class, I had lots of opportunities to cook. During my first day of class, I learned about going grocery shopping. It was my first experience using a shopping assistant, and it was quite interesting. The fun really began on the following day. I got to make blueberry muffins. Of course, since it was my first time, there was a mistake or two and a spill here and there. I learned to just deal with it, clean up the mess, and get on with the project.


My technology instructor asked me to complete several research assignments. Normally, I get frustrated with research assignments, but I found planning a dream vacation and researching three of the colleges I would like to attend was more of a delight than a chore. I was also exposed to a cell phone with mobile screen reading software installed. That was pretty awesome. The phone also included a KNFB Reader Mobile, and I thought that was neat. I also got the opportunity to work with a Victor Reader Stream and found it easy to navigate. I love technology, and I am so happy that I was able to learn more about the devices that are available to help blind students.


During the last three weeks of the program, my fellow students and I got to work at local businesses. I had the pleasure of working at a daycare center. Each day I was surrounded by four to twelve kids. Other students asked me how I kept from pulling my hair out with so many children around. I just told them that I have lots of nieces and nephews, so there is nothing I can’t handle. The kids I worked with were amazing and adorable, and I’d love to work at a daycare center again.


Now that I’m home, I feel more confident in my abilities. Before attending the STEP Program, my family was hesitant to let me do some things. Now they almost always let me loose so that I can do whatever I feel I need to do. Every time I ring the silver freedom bell I received at my graduation from STEP, I know the sound is more than just a ring. It is the sound of freedom and independence that all blind people should know.

Uncommon Vision:  Blind Student Focuses On Her Goal To Become Elementary School Teacher

By Kay Randall
Editor’s Note:  This article was reprinted from the University of Texas at Austin website. It is a feature article first published, in 2005, by the university’s Office of Public Affairs. The article focuses on Angela Wolf, a graduate of LCB. Mrs. Wolf has completed her studies and is now a teacher at the Austin Discovery School, in Austin, TX.

If you think about all of the difficult tasks that would be intimidating if you were blind, what comes to mind?
Using a computer to type a paper for class or e-mail friends? Navigating around a large, unfamiliar city? Cooking a flawless five-course meal for a dinner party? Selecting a perfect outfit at your favorite funky clothing store? Teaching a highly energetic class of 18 second graders?
Chances are you would designate the first four items challenging and the last one downright impossible.

Actually, it’s not.

Angela Wolf, a student teacher in The University of Texas at Austin’s College of Education, is about to wrap up her final semester as an apprentice teacher, having spent the last three semesters teaching kindergartners and second graders. In May she will leave the university with a teacher’s certificate and, she hopes, a job teaching in an elementary school classroom all her own.

A person who was blessed “with that something extra,” Angela is a leader and activist in the blind community on a national level and the type of individual others allude to in conversations about inspirational behavior or the indomitableness of the human spirit.

At age 12, Angela went from sighted to blind almost overnight when her doctor administered too high a dose of Vitamin A to her, triggering a rare condition known as pseudotumor cerebri. With pseudotumor cerebri—which literally means “false brain tumor”—the body leaps to the alert and reacts as though one has a brain tumor. It produces more fluid around the brain than can be absorbed, and this excess of fluid creates a great deal of pressure. In cases such as Angela’s, the pressure squeezes and destroys the optic nerves.

Although the condition normally strikes females between 20 and 50 and sometimes does not result in loss of vision—or causes loss of vision over an extended time—Angela recounts the story of her loss of sight with no sense of being misfortune’s victim.

“I recall thinking almost from the beginning that regardless of my blindness, I could do whatever I wanted to do in life,” says Angela. “I remember telling my parents after I first went blind that I didn’t want to be different or treated like a ‘weirdo.’ I was very, very lucky to have grown up in Shreveport, Louisiana, which is about 60 miles away from a wonderful private training center for the blind. My parents had me in a camp there a matter of months after I lost my sight, and the learning and adaptation began. 

“We started out learning Braille and how to use a cane and gradually learned more complex tasks. It’s important that people realize blindness is not an impairment—it’s just an inconvenience. As it turns out, I’ve had several wonderful role models who were blind and were happy, independent people, achieving incredible things and having perfectly ‘normal’ lives. I’ve never felt limited.”

To say Wolf has never been limited by her physical disability is a significant understatement. In addition to obtaining a degree in humanities from The University of Texas at Austin in 2002, she also has become an activist in the blind community and serves as president of the National Association of Blind Students. She is quoted in national newspapers on topics like better and quicker access for blind individuals to usable textbooks, directs arts programs for blind children, attends and speaks at conferences around the nation and lobbies for reasonable access for all. 

“I at first did not realize what a leader Angela is in the blind community and the impressive level of respect she commands,” says Malia Henson, a teacher of second grade at St. Elmo Elementary in Austin and Wolf’s cooperating teacher this semester. “She’s extraordinary and just being around her makes you realize how much more you could do because she’s accomplishing things that people with sight won’t even try.”
Courage, optimism and an absence of self-pity have helped Angela to hold onto the childhood dream she had of being a teacher and to treat it like any other challenge that has come her way. 
“Whatever I want to do, whether it’s finding my way through a building or learning to be a teacher, I just have to figure out the ‘how,’ says Angela. “I have to do things a bit differently, but, in the end, I get it done.”
Teacher preparation has presented Angela a series of problem-solving exercises that have tested her creativity but also hardened her resolve to succeed.
In order to make the teaching go more smoothly, Angela’s first duty on her first day with each new class has been to talk about the subject foremost on every little mind—her blindness. She has explained to the students what it means for her to be blind and stressed the permanence of it. After telling the students what her life as a blind person is like, she has opened the floor for discussion and questions. 
If a student wants to know how Ms. Wolf chooses an outfit to wear in the morning, she tells them. If a student wants to know how she finds the milk and cereal in order to make breakfast, she tells them. If they want to know what she “sees” in the darkness of blindness, she tells them. If they want to know if blind people get married (Angela’s husband is an accomplished musician and is blind), she tells them.
Although there are occasions when the children have tested and teased her, doing things like raising two fingers in front of her face and asking her how many fingers they were holding up, for the most part the students “get it,” Angela says.
“She’s an incredibly gifted teacher,” says Mary Ellen Smith, a facilitator in the College of Education who has monitored Angela in the classroom. “And she has an uncanny directional sense and awareness of her environment. It’s still been quite hard work, though, to teach a classroom full of children. It’s intimidating even for someone who isn’t blind. 

“Every time a new problem arises, Angela stops and thinks, okay, so this is the situation as it stands now—what am I going to do to make it work? And she immediately begins to generate solutions. If you can even vaguely imagine what it would be like to monitor and teach a room full of young children, you get some idea of how many obstacles someone who’s blind has to overcome to do this.” 

Many of the changes have been a snap to implement. Horizontal stripes of masking tape were placed on the chalkboard in her class last semester so that she could write in a straight, neat line, and she has Braille versions of the students’ books. When students were not writing enough in their daily journals, Angela decided to start feeling the backs of their notebook pages—from the indentations left by the pencils, she could tell if they had filled almost an entire page or only a couple of lines. 

“I guess, in general, I probably encourage the children to talk more than another teacher would,” says Angela. “For example, instead of having students raise their hands to answer a question—which obviously would not work for me—I have them announce their names once. Then I call on them in the order that they announced themselves.”

To monitor writing content without being able to read what the students have written, Angela requires them to bring their papers to her and read their compositions aloud. She also uses “the Popsicle method” and draws from a cup of Popsicle sticks with the students’ names on them. The student whose name is drawn has to read his or her journal entry to the rest of the class. She monitors how well they are progressing when they’re silently reading their textbooks by stopping at individual desks and having them read portions of the text to her.

“I’ve witnessed something really interesting as I’ve watched Angela over three semesters with these very young children,” says Smith. “The children, after they understand what it means for Angela to be blind, assume more responsibility for their own behavior. They don’t let classmates abuse the situation and they’re clearly showing they realize they have a role in how well or badly each day unfolds. They have this strangely adult way of dealing with this ‘difference’ in Angela and begin to think about and react to the blindness in a positive way.”
Asked what her dream work scenario would be, Angela describes a room of second or third graders, levels she prefers because the students still are young but have begun to work more independently and are able to engage in abstract thinking. It’s a class where students have the freedom to be creative and where art, her passion, is incorporated in everything from history to math lessons. It’s a sanctuary where independence and personal responsibility are encouraged and where she serves as facilitator rather than babysitter or drill sergeant. It’s a dream Angela intends to realize.

“I know that Ms. Wolf wants to be a teacher when she grows up,” says Desiree Market, an 8-year-old in Angela’s class at St. Elmo, “and I think she’s going to be a pretty good one. She can teach without seeing, and that’s really hard to do. Especially when the kids are not always good. She’s special and very smart and knows all of our voices, even from the other side of the room. I think her next class of kids is going to like her a whole lot.” 
	Bell Ringers


This part of our newsletter is dedicated to sharing good news about LCB alumni, graduates from the Professional Development and Research Institute on Blindness at Louisiana Tech, and LCB staff.  If you would like to see your triumphs trumpeted here, send us all the pertinent information, and we’ll make every effort to publish it in our next issue.  Bell Ringers should be sent to Norma Crosby.  at norma.crosby@gmail.com. Or, you can phone LCB at 800-234-4166 or 318-251-2891 to leave a message for her.
Harlan Cowsar, A New Career and Family News

Harlan Cowsar is an LCB graduate. He has recently become engaged, and he has become the latest Randolph-Sheppard vendor to operate a facility at the State Building in Alexandria, LA. We know he will do a great job, and we wish he and his fiancé a long and happy life together.

Babies, Babies, Babies!

Louise Nicholson-Walsh, currently of Texas, and Terri Rupp, of Nevada, are both expecting their first children this year. Louise and her husband, Joe, have also made a recent move to Fort Worth so that he can continue his studies to become a doctor. Congratulations to both families.
LCB Alum Studying At Tech
Desmond Jackson graduated from LCB in 2005, and he has recently returned to Ruston to study orientation & mobility at Louisiana Tech University. 

New Job

Kevin Wasmer has contacted us to say that he has been hired to do technical support at Verizon. Congratulations, Kevin.
…And Another New Job


David Glasspool has recently moved to Denver, Colorado, and we just learned that he has taken a job with AFLAC. David will be an asset to the company, and we wish him the best.

Lawyer In The Making

Deepa Goraya just began her first semester of law school at the University of Michigan.
Brian Dulude On The Move

Brian Dulude is a former staff member at LCB, and his life is really changing. In the next few weeks he’ll be moving to Utah and getting married. He and his fiancé, Cindy Lemons, will marry on October 17, and it couldn’t happen to a nicer guy. Cindy is very lucky.

They Did It

We announced in the last issue that Kimberly Aguillard and Richie Flores planned to be married. Well, on May 30, in San Antonio, Texas, they did it. LCB alumni from around the country were in attendance, and it was quite a party.
Jordan Mouton Makes World Team

Anyone who knows Jordan Mouton knows that she is a competitor. Jordan just competed in the U. S. Open and World Team Trials for visually impaired athletes. As a result of her efforts, she will be representing the United States as a member of the judo team at the 2010 World Championship in Antalya, Turkey. Congratulations on your win, Jordan, and congratulations on becoming a black belt.
Elected
Josh Boudreaux, who teaches technology at LCB has been elected to serve as president of the North Central Chapter of the National Federation of the Blind of Louisiana. Josh has been a leader in the organization for years, and we congratulate hi on his election to this office.
Matt Lyles & Matt Daniels Elected In Arkansas


Matt Lyles is the new president of the National Federation of the Blind of Arkansas, and Matt Daniels joins him as a member of the board there. These are both great leaders who will make all of us at LCB proud.
More Wedding Bells


Melody Lindsey and Mark Roane will be married on March 27, 2010. They are a great couple, and we can’t wait to join the celebration.
More Babies

Kevin and Cathy Athey are the parents of a baby boy born earlier this year, and Skyler and Jacob Webb are also new parents. The LCB family just keeps growing.

Budding Entrepreneur


A little more than a year ago Janice foster, a graduate of our adult rehab program, was working as a cafeteria worker in a Randolph-Sheppard facility in Baton Rouge. With encouragement from her boss, she too entered the program. Last year she was awarded a location at the Louisiana Department of Agriculture & Forestry, in Baton Rouge. In her first year she has posted sales of more than $100,000. We congratulate her on her one year anniversary operating Vittles Café, and we hope sales continue to grow.
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