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Maria Rivette has always loved to draw and paint, where her creativity is 
apparent.  Her art always has a wonderful mix of colors and whimsical 
themes.  She was born in Russia and came to the United States when she 
was two years old.  She is now a proud US citizen.  She looks forward to all 
the VIP sports activities at Lakeshore, especially swimming and goal ball.  
This year, she had the chance to attend the Space Academy for the visually 
impaired.  Maria lives in Huntsville, Alabama with her parents and brothers.  
She is always trying new techniques and exploring different are mediums.  
She hopes to be an artist when she grows up. 
 



President’s Message 
Loana Mason 
 
Maybe it’s because the flowers are in bloom, but as I sit at the 

window writing this report, I find myself thinking about the butterfly. This 
insect’s development symbolizes transformation because a caterpillar 
enters the cocoon and emerges a colorful butterfly. Likewise, DVI is 
undergoing a metamorphosis, and we cannot wait to see our new look. 

 
Implementing change is a tough process, and DVI has experienced 

its share of growing pains. We have spent countless hours discussing 
issues and weighing possible actions, and I have learned that being a 
good leader requires one to make difficult choices. As a result, we have 
been able to evolve in unique ways. 

 
In addition to celebrating the accomplishments of our colleagues, the DVI General Business 

Meeting in National Harbor, Maryland was also filled with updates on several exciting initiatives. 
These included kicking off our partnership with AFB Press and announcing a special code that 
provides discounts to our members on the Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness and other AFB 
Press publications, including the recently released revision of Reach Out and Teach by Dr. Kay Alicyn 
Ferrell. Stay tuned for more professional development opportunities designed especially for DVI 
members. 

 
We also discussed progress on the proposal to expand our mission to better meet the needs of 

professionals serving students who are deafblind, including the possibility of changing our name to 
the Division on Visual Impairments and Deafblindness. If you would like to provide input, please take 
the short survey on our website (www.cecdvi.org). Thanks to support from Kutztown University and 
students in the blindness and visual impairment program, DVI is able to host a series of conference 
call to discuss the needs of this community. 

 
During the General Business Meeting, we also provided a sneak peak of our new website, 

which will be going live on January 1, 2012. Besides a snazzy new appearance, the website has been 
redesigned to house a variety of teaching resources for our members. Accessibility has also been 
enhanced so that it is easier to navigate using screen readers. These improvements would not have 
been possible without the help of students from the University of Alabama in Huntsville. 

 
The biggest news of all was the decision to transform the DVIQ into an online newsletter 

beginning with the winter 2012 issue. While this decision was motivated in large part by finances, we 
are excited to embrace the endless possibilities offered by technological advancements. These 
benefits include the ability to publish in formats that allow the DVIQ to be read on smartphones and e-
readers, to integrate color throughout, to provide active links to websites and videos, and to increase 
the number of pages per issue. If you have suggestions for this redesign, please contact me at 
lmason@aph.org.  
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A New Beginning 
 

It is amazing to believe that a year has passed since I experienced my first National CEC conference in 
Nashville, Tennessee. This is where I became one of the student ambassador’s of DVI, and began a journey of 
meeting professionals in the field of visual impairment and learning new techniques of teaching. I am sad to 
say that I was not able to attend this year’s Council for Exceptional Children Convention due to starting a new 
job as a Teacher of the Visually Impaired. I hope that everyone had a joyous time reuniting with friends and 
colleagues while attending the various workshops and meetings. 

 As many of you know, starting a new job can be stressful, exciting, nerve wracking but altogether a 
wonderful experience. After graduating college, I searched for jobs, waiting for the right one to come along. I 
interviewed at various places until I found a county that made me feel at home. As excited as I was, I knew that 
every new beginning has its ups and downs that one must get through. Starting a new job meant that I had to 
relocate to a place where I did not know anyone. But more importantly before I could relocate I needed to find 
a place to live. Day after day I found that more things were piling up on my plate and I often wondered how I 
was going to get everything done. Of course, everything did get done. Now I am teaching and absolutely loving 
it! I have students of all ages, who made all of the rushing around and relocating completely worth it. This new 
chapter in my life has proven to be a blessing and every day I get the chance to meet new people and form 
friendships like I never have before. 
 

                                                                                                                                      By: Tasia Mitchell 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Beginning vs End 
 

I hope everyone had a great time at the Council for Exceptional Children Convention and Expo in 
National Harbor, Maryland! It’s hard to believe how quickly the end of the school year is approaching. I decided 
to take some time to compare the beginning of the school year to the end of the school year. Many people, 
including myself, always believe the start of a new school year is much more hectic than the end. There seems 
to be so much more to take into consideration when starting a new year. However, after discussing this topic 
with others, I’ve come to realize that the end is just as chaotic as the beginning. As teachers begin to wrap up 
their final lessons and tasks for the end of the school year, they then must begin to plan for next year to come. 
There is just as much, if not more, planning to take place when the school year comes to a close. Teachers 
must take the time to reflect on their past year’s experience and evaluate both their progress as well as their 
student’s progress. I feel it is important for teachers to become aware and familiar with what the next school 
year holds in store for them. With the closing of one chapter, a new one always begins. 
  

                                                                                                                                           By: Megan Starrick 
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COUNCIL FOR EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN 
DIVISION ON VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS PRESENTS 2011 AWARDS 
AT INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE IN NATIONAL HARBOR, MD 

 

 
 

DIVISION ON VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS 
VIRGINIA M. SOWELL STUDENT OF THE YEAR AWARD 

 
 The council for Exceptional Children, Division on Visual Impairments is proud to 
present the Virginia M. Sowell Student of the Year Award to Tara A. McCarthy at the 
Council for Exceptional Children Convention and Expo in National Harbor, Maryland on 
April 26, 2011.   
 The Virginia M. Sowell Teacher of the Year Award is in honor of Dr. Virginia 
Murray Sowell.  Dr. Sowell trained professionals to improve the lives of individuals with 
visual impairments in the nation and beyond.  She had a strong commitment to training 
quality teachers and O&M specialists.  Her lifetime contributions to the profession 
mattered to countless numbers of children and adults with visual impairments. 
 Ms. McCarthy is in the Visual Impairment and Orientation and Mobility Programs 
at The Ohio State University where she is a dedicated student taking over 20 quarter 
hours of course work each quarter as shared by Dr. Tiffany Wild.  Dr. Wild also notes 
that Ms. McCarthy’s motivation is inspiring and she serves as a role model for other 
students in the program.  Ms. Cheryl Boley, Administrator at The Ohio State School for 
the Blind, adds ―Ms. McCarthy is an outstanding, passionate student who 
demonstrates enthusiasm, flexibility, and dedication to any task at hand.‖  Ms. 
McCarthy has received awards and accolades throughout her schooling and has given 
back to the field through various volunteer opportunities. 
 Ms. McCarthy shares, ―As a child, I always strived to be in a profession that is 
considered gallant and of significant value to the community.  After graduating from 
college, I decided to pursue a broad range of careers in business, as a paralegal and 
an analyst.  Although I benefited from working for some of the most prestigious Fortune 
500 companies, I knew it was time to make a change and pursue my passion – 
teaching students with visual impairments.‖ 
 Ms. McCarthy is a ―stellar student with an extraordinary willingness to give back 
to the field, shares Dr. Wild.  She is so very deserving of the Division on Visual 
Impairments 2011 Virginia M. Sowell Student of the Year Award.  
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DIVISION ON VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS 2011 TEACHER OF THE YEAR AWARD 
 

The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC), Division on Visual Impairments (DVI) is proud to present 

the Teacher of the Year Award to Meredith A. McArdle at the Council for Exceptional Children 

Convention and Expo in National Harbor, Maryland on April 26, 2011. 

 

The Teacher of the Year Award honors a person who is exceptionally dedicated, knowledgeable and 

a skilled, certified Teacher of Students with Visual Impairments (TVI) or Certified Orientation and 

Mobility Specialist (COMS) in any state approved or accredited day or specialized school who 

services students who are visually impaired, ages birth through 21, with or without additional 

disabilities.  Ms. McArdle is currently a TVI at The Maryland School for the Blind (MSB) where she 

has shared her talents, skills, and compassion since 1992.  She has presented locally (MSB, CEC & 

Association for Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind and Visual Impairments/AER), nationally 

(CEC Vancouver), and Internationally (Denmark School f/t Blind) on innovations in serving students 

with Visual Impairments, Autism, and Multiple Disabilities. “Ms. McArdle has used TEACCH 

(Treatment and Education of Autistic and related Communication Handicapped Children) strategies 

developed at the University of North Carolina, very effectively making modifications for use with youth 

who are blind and are on the Autism Spectrum,‖ comments Louis Tutt, AER Director.  ―She provides 

top quality instruction in academics as well as taking advantage of the incidental learning 

opportunities that arise for her students.  Ms. McArdle possess the skills and finesse to make the 

classroom dance look easy‖ stated emphatically by Carol Seckington, Assistant Principal, MSB.  Her 

skills do not stop within the classroom; along with her travels, she gives back through service in 

professional organizations as Dr. David Ross noted, ―it is refreshing to see a teacher become 

involved at the national and international level and continue that involvement for the betterment of all 

children with visual impairments, not just her students.‖   

 

―Ms. McArdle is a great asset to the vision community at large.  She is committed to serving and 

teaching and she does both with grace and diligence,‖ again noted Ms. Seckington.  She accepted 

the 2011 Teacher of the Year award plaque with grace and humility.  Meredith was also recognized 

and presented with a Teacher & Child Statue at the 2011 CEC Teachers of the Year Brunch.  Ms. 

McArdle is most deserving of these honors. 
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DIVISION ON VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS OUTSTANDING DISSERTATION OF THE YEAR 
 

 The Council for Exceptional Children, Division on Visual Impairments (DVI) is proud to present 

the Outstanding Dissertation of the Year Award to Dr. Tessa Wright at the Council for Exceptional 

Children Convention and Expo in National Harbor, Maryland on April 26, 2011.  Dr. Tessa Wright 

completed her doctorate with a focus on Blindness and Visual Impairment at Vanderbilt University.  

 The Dissertation of the Year Award is presented to a DVI member who makes a significant 

contribution to the field through extensive study and research. 

 Dr. Wright’s dissertation, ―An Assessment of the Effectiveness of Roadside Instruction in 

Teaching Children with Visual Impairments Street Crossings‖ is a study to assess the effectiveness of 

verbal rehearsal and graduated guidance as methods of teaching participants who were blind the 

chained behavior of street crossing.  Dr. Wright shares from one of her references that ―the ability to 

cross streets safely provides more opportunities for individuals to function independently within their 

communities‖ (Horner, Jones, & Williams, 1985; Mowafy & Pollack, 1995).  She also notes ―street 

crossing is a common, but dangerous activity.  In 2007, approximately 70,000 pedestrians sustained 

injuries due to motor vehicles and the majority of the injured were children (National Highway Traffic 

Safety Administration, 2008a). 

Dr. Wright is characterized as being of exemplary stature and intellect and therefore most 

deserving of the Division on Visual Impairments 2011 Outstanding Dissertation of the Year Award. 

 
 
 
 

TOC 



COUNCIL FOR EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN DIVISION ON VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS 
PRESENTS 2011 AWARDS AT INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE IN  

NATIONAL HARBOR, MD 
 

 
 
 

DIVISION ON VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS 2011 EXEMPLARY ADVOCATE AWARD  
 

          The Council for Exceptional Children, Division on Visual Impairments (DVI) is proud to present the  

Exemplary Advocate Award to Kim Charlson at the Council for Exceptional Children Convention and Expo in 

National Harbor, Maryland on April 26, 2011.   

 

          The Exemplary Advocate Award honors a person who has done something of significance to promote 

the quality of life for people who are blind and visually impaired.  Ms. Charlson is the Director of the Perkins 

Braille and Talking Library.  ―She is always involved in advocacy efforts that have the potential to positively 

affect the lives of millions of Americans who are blind or visually impaired.  Have you ever tried to distinguish 

between a $10 bill and a $20 bill – with your eyes closed?  Yet, that is the challenge people who are blind or 

visually impaired face every time they purchase groceries, movie tickets, use an ATM or have any other reason 

to use cash.  Two years ago, last spring, the US court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit ruled that 

the government is discriminating against people who are blind or visually impaired because all US paper 

money feels the same.  One of the driving forces behind this vitally important lawsuit is Kim Charlson, a 

tenacious, driven leader and advocate‖ as stated by Steven Rothstein, President, Perkins School for the Blind.  

Ms. Charlson is a collaborative leader who, with ease, develops highly effective and caring relationships for the 

enhancement of services for children, youth, and adults with a visual impairment or blindness.  

 

          Ms. Charlson has shared her talents and passions at the Perkins School for the Blind over the past 25 

years touching the lives of many having an enormously positive impact.  The Brailled Exemplary Advocate 

Award plaque was proudly accepted by Ms. Kim Charlson at the General Business Meeting of the Division on 

Visual Impairments in front of colleagues, leaders and legends in the field of Vision.  Ms. Charlson is so very 

deserving of this honor.  
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DIVISION ON VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS DISTINGUISHED SERVICE AWARD 
 

The Council for Exceptional Children, Division on Visual Impairments (DVI) is proud to present 
the Distinguished Service Award to Dr. Rona A. Shaw at the Council for Exceptional Children 
Convention and Expo in National Harbor, Maryland on April 26, 2011.  Dr. Shaw steps into retirement 
after an illustrious career as Professor of Special Education at Dominican College in Orangeburg, NY.   

The Distinguished Service Award is presented to a DVI member who provides exemplary 
leadership and commitment to the field.  Dr. Shaw received this prestigious award for her diligent 
work within the field of blindness and visual impairments.  Her contributions to her profession have 
been broad-based and immeasurable. 

Dr. Shaw, the teacher, the colleague, the mentor, the advocate, and the life-long learner, is 
seen as the guru in the field, stated by Dr. Michael Kelly, Director from Dominican College.   He also 
shares, ―with the advent of state testing, years back, we worked feverishly on developing coursework 
in special education that provided our students with all of the knowledge, skills and professional traits 
that would make them marketable.‖   Other contributions from Dr. Shaw include the development of a 
new vision for Dominican College with the birth of their graduate programs in Multiple Needs and 
Teachers of the Visually Impaired/Blind, penning an intriguing article on evaluating vision and its 
effects on learning, and working with other agencies to provide assessment and strategizing for 
individual service providers, students, and administrators who benefitted immensely from her 
expertise with blindness and visual impairments.  Dr. Shaw is also characterized as having a strong 
work ethic, demonstrating humility, and a ―quiet and reserved demeanor‖, as Dr. Sheila Amato, 
Adjunct Instructor at Dominican College, shares.  In Dr. Shaw’s collaborative manner, she has 
managed to bring a world of best practices and promising endeavors to the world of blindness, visual 
impairments, and multiple needs. 

Dr. Carol Strax, Associate professor, notes ―Dr. Shaw is an accomplished, well published 
author with more than eight journal articles and two books relating to her field.  She has received 
several honors over the span of her career.  Dr. Shaw is a brilliant, caring individual.  She exemplifies 
the word professional.‖  It is with great honor that the award of Distinguished Service from the 
Division on Visual Impairments of the Council of Exceptional Children is bestowed upon Dr. Rona A. 
Shaw.  Dr. Joan B. Chase, retired Psychologist, supported the conviction, ―Rona is a fine example of 
Distinguished Service. 
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Membership Report 
 

By: Meredith A. McArdle 
 

DVI is averaging 480 members for our division. We are striving for 510 members.  
At the annual CEC convention this year in National Harbor, MD, 16 division 
membership chairs met with CEC Membership to discuss their strategies and issues 
surrounding membership. Many divisions have similar issues, such as drops in 
membership and finding ways to stay in touch with members. 

 
I have set up a new Gmail account titled DVImembership@gmail.com Please 

look for this email. This account will be used to send reminders about membership 
renewals, but hopefully in the soon to be future it will be used to send out information 
about events, topics or issues needing membership attention. Please use this email to 
contact me regarding questions about membership. 

 
In the Fall issue of the Q which will come out in October, look for a special 

membership code that you can use for the month of November to renew your 
professional membership to CEC. You will be able to save $10 off your membership 
renewal. Student members need to look for the student membership drive that will start 
August 1 to October 1. You too will be able to save $10 on membership.  

 
 
 

Welcome to our new and returning DVI members 
 

Susan Cantos  MA Africa Anderson GA 

Margaret Bergman  GA Susan Bigman VA 

Megan Welch  TX Kristin Esterly PA 

Heather Magyar  CO Raynard Mayo  GU 

Sonya Lawrence  DE Betsy McGinnity MA 

Natalie Shaheen  MD Nancy Lentz  MD 

Jon Vigne  CO Nathalie De Wit  CO 

Jacqulyn Daniels  OR Teresa Pelton  NY 

Tatiana Palma  FL Mindy Ely  IL 

Todd Johnson  KY Margarita Ramos  TX 

Nicole Talbot  MA Barbara Collins  OK 
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DVI 2012 Awards 
 

In April 2012, CEC will have the annual convention in Denver, Colorado.  At that time, DVI will recognize 
individuals who have made outstanding contributions to the education of children and youth with visual 

impairments.  Please seriously consider nominating colleagues for the DVI Awards described below.  Awards 
will be presented at the DVI General Business meeting with a social following to honor the award recipients. 

 
Nominations are due October 1, 2011 and should be submitted  

electronically (preferable) or in hard copy to: 
 

Phyllis T. Simmons,  
DVI Immediate-Past President 

5233 Castle Stone Drive 
Rosedale, MD 21237 

phyllis@mdschblind.org  
 
 

The Distinguished Service Award is presented to a DVI member who provides exemplary leadership and 
commitment to the field.  A letter of nomination should be submitted describing the reasons for nomination.  

Additional information and support letters can be included. 
 

The Exemplary Advocate Award honors a person who has done something of significance to promote the 
quality of life for people who are blind and visually impaired.  The nominee does not have to be a DVI member.  
A letter of nomination should be submitted describing the reasons for nomination.  Additional information and 

support letters can be included. 
 

The Teacher of the Year Award honors a person who is exceptionally dedicated, knowledgeable and a skilled 
certified teacher of students with visual impairment or certified orientation and mobility specialist in any state 
approved or accredited day or specialized school, who serves students who are visually impaired, ages birth 
through 21, with or without additional disabilities.  The candidate must be a member in good standing of DVI.  
A letter of nomination should be submitted describing the reasons for nomination.  Additional information and 

support letters can be included. 
 

The Virginia M. Sowell Student of the Year Award is in honor of Dr. Virginia Murray Sowell.  Dr. Sowell 
trained professionals to improve the lives of individuals with visual impairments in the nation and beyond.  She 

had a strong commitment to training quality teachers and O&M specialists.  Her lifetime contributions to the 
profession mattered to countless numbers of children and adults with visual impairments.  The candidate must 
be a member in good standing of DVI.  A letter of nomination should be submitted describing the reasons for 

nomination.  Additional information and support letters can be included. 
 

The Outstanding Dissertation of the Year Award honors a person whose doctoral dissertation demonstrates 
technical soundness and continuity, a contribution to the field, writing quality, research design, and 

methodology, data analysis, and interpretation of results.  DVI members who have completed a dissertation in 
2010-2011 are encouraged to submit a summary for consideration.  The summaries may not exceed 20 

double-spaced typewritten pages and should include an abstract, introduction, methodology procedures, data 
analysis, results and conclusions.  Entries will be rated on technical soundness and continuity, a contribution to 

the field, writing quality, research design, and methodology, data analysis, and interpretation of results.   
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Nominations for DVI Officers and Board Members 
 

President-Elect 
Secretary 

Board of Directors (4) 
 

All nominations must be members of CEC/DVI in good standing and remain so throughout their term of office.  
An elected officer may not be re-elected to the same position for one year.  However, an officer may be 
nominated for a different position.  If you are interested in serving, it is acceptable to nominate yourself.   

 
Please submit nominations, including a short biographical sketch (100 – 150 words)  

for inclusion on the ballot.   
 

Nominations are due October 1, 2011 and should be submitted to: 
 

Phyllis T. Simmons 
DVI Immediate-Past President 

phyllis@mdschblind.org  
or 

5233 Castle Stone Drive 
Rosedale, MD 21237 

 
The elected officers will begin their term of office effective January 1, 2012. 
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A response to Connell 
Stuart H. Wittenstein, Ed.D. 

Ex Officio Trustee of APH 
 

As an Ex Officio Trustee (EOT) of the American Printing House for the Blind (APH) and a past president of DVI, I feel the 
need to respond to the article from Tim Connell published in the Spring 2011 special issue on assistive technology (p 7-
10). Connell’s article, if left without a response from an APH EOT, would seriously misinform the members of DVI and 
other readers of the Q. 
 
Mr. Connell asks that we “rise above the idea that a full and open discussion of this issue [modifications or alternatives 
to Quota] is somehow an attack on Quota or the American Printing House for the Blind.” 
 
If Mr. Connell’s intent is to not attack the Federal Quota Program or APH, then his references to  them can only be 
construed as lacking a basic understanding of what the federal quota is, what it is not, and how federal laws drive the 
decisions with which he takes issue. 
 
Reference to the APH website reveals the laws providing specific instruction regarding how the funding can be 
distributed and administered and includes annual reports which describe how these laws are translated into 
implementation strategies.  The process is open for anyone with questions or concerns. 

It is important for the readers of the DVIQ to know that all products offered through the Federal Quota Program, 
whether manufactured totally or in part by external vendors or at APH, must meet the following criteria. They must be: 

 Specially developed or adapted educational materials designed to meet the instructional needs of blind and 
visually impaired students; 
Note: This includes accessories that add to the effective use of products approved for purchase through the 
Federal Quota Program and products used as parts of kits. 

 commercially unavailable at the time of development; 
 manufactured totally or in part at APH, or manufactured by others to meet APH specifications; 
 designed and targeted to be used by blind and visually impaired students working at less than college level or for 

service providers who work with blind and visually impaired students at less than college level; and 
 available in the United States exclusively from APH. 

If APH made technology available on quota which was available on the open market, they would undercut all other 
vendors by offering the items ‘for free’ – at least in terms of local budgets.  For-profit vendors would suffer big losses – 
unless APH chose their product to offer.  That would put APH in the position of picking winners and losers -- something 
the free market should not allow. 
 
When Connell suggests “providing funding directly to students via a voucher system,” does he take into consideration 
that each child would have a voucher of approximately $325, and there would be no controls over whether they spent 
these few dollars on appropriately designed materials?  What technology would a student be able to purchase with such 
a small amount of money? 
 
Currently, states or intermediate units can pool quota funds, allowing for much larger purchases that can then be loaned 
out to other students.  Without that flexibility the funds wouldn't be used to benefit as many or go are as far – and 
certainly not purchase assistive technology equipment. 
 

Perhaps Mr. Connell doesn’t know that approximately 14% of APH’s federal appropriation is used for research which 
allows consumers to identify needs and ultimately approve the development of products to meet those needs – and  



 
 
 
 
unlike for-profit companies, the research expenses are not included in the price of the products.  This field-based 
research could not exist if quota funds were available on a voucher system. 
 
For someone who says he doesn’t believe he is attacking APH, Connell certainly blames the APH and quota funds for 
what he describes as the stagnation of braille literacy technology. “With respect to Braille writing tools for the early 
learner, the lack of innovation and choice can be laid squarely at the feet of the Quota system.  It is just not possible to 
compete with a ‘free’ product available at no direct cost to the student using the Quota system such as the Perkins 
Brailler.”   
 
Is this a fact or opinion?  Is it an attack or, as Connell says is needed, “a dispassionate and professional discussion?”   
 
The Perkins Brailler is produced and sold by Perkins Products; it is no longer available through the Federal Quota 
Program.  However, APH has partnered with Perkins to produce the APH/Perkins Next Generation Brailler and the APH 
LightTouch Perkins Brailler.  Other recent APH technology products that address braille literacy include the Braille+ 
Mobile Manager, the Braille+ QWERTY Docking Station, and the Refreshabraille 18. 
 
Unfortunately, Mr. Connell’s article is filled with opinion which he claims as fact.  For example, Connell writes, “It cannot 
be disputed that government subsidies, while being well intentioned, almost invariably lead to stagnation of 
technology.” 
 
And I say, hmm . . . How about the Apollo space program?  How about support for medical research projects which have 
developed remarkable advances?  
 
Opinions can be disputed and should be debated. 
 
In summary, Mr. Connell’s opinions of the Federal Quota Program and APH demonstrate a deep misunderstanding of 
the intent, purpose, and funding of the Act to Promote the Education of the Blind and the guidelines under which APH 
administers these funds.  His concerns regarding the difficulty in getting appropriate assistive technology to blind 
students are very real and need real solutions.  The federal quota program is neither the cause of this problem nor the 
solution.  We must look for solutions elsewhere rather than blaming a program which has successful supported legally 
blind students throughout the U.S. for over 150 years. 
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Reply to Comments by Stuart Wittenstein 

 

 I’d like to thank the editor for the opportunity of responding with a few comments. I’d also like to 
apologize to Stuart or any other individual if I have caused offence. My aim in writing the article was 
to highlight what I believe is a growing opportunity gap for young blind and vision impaired children to 
use technology in their formative years in the same way their sighted peers do, especially concerning 
Braille. 
 
Stuart is correct in saying that some of the article is opinion; but I believe them to be opinions that are 
shared by many in the field. Stuart may be surprised to know just how many. I’ve had the pleasure of 
travelling to 42 states across America and visiting schools, students, teachers and parents in each of 
them and the number of times I have been asked about the lack of early braille writing options under 
Quota, would number in the thousands. 
 
Stuart has described how Quota works, however it would be disingenuous of him not to acknowledge 
that for many decades the Perkins Brailler has been available on Quota AND available commercially, 
and clearly in breach of the rules governing Quota. I think there are many teachers in the field who 
really don’t understand how Quota works and perhaps that information needs to be communicated 
better. I know in my travels I have been in school districts that haven’t spent their Quota entitlement 
and others who purchase ―spares‖ as they already have all the items available under Quota. 
 
Contrary to Stuart’s assertion that APH does not pick winners, that is exactly what they have been 
doing, from the Braille Scholar (Braille’n Speak) to current products like the Book Port Plus (Plextalk 
Pocket). These products have come into being through the financial and intellectual investment of the 
for-profit sector and it would be mis-leading to suggest otherwise. 
 
 I don’t think APH has any alternative to doing this because of the high capital costs of developing 
new technology products and I don’t have any argument with the practice. My point is however, that 
they have not done this with technology for early Braille literacy. They have had the opportunity to 
take up many new products for early Braille literacy (the ones I have been involved with have been 
the Mountbatten Brailler, the Jot a Dot and the Tatrapoint Brailler) and I believe there have been 
others. It is this lack of options for Braille literacy that is the core of my argument. 
 
I’d like to thank Stuart for raising the Apollo program as an example because it is a powerful 
metaphor and was inspirational in my own life. The Apollo program was the garden bed from which 
so many wonderful technologies have flowered in the hands of the private sector. That level of 
innovation is in stark contrast to the development of tools for early Braille literacy over the same 
period. 
 
I’d like to finish by stressing that I am sincerely seeking to encourage dialogue and discussion and to 
look to the future. My fervent hope is that by raising the subject and encouraging discussion that new 
and improved ways of funding technology for early Braille literacy may evolve.  
 

 

                                                                                                                      Tim Connell 
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Kiefer's Inspiration 

Patricia J Geers 
patriciajgeers@gmail.com 

432-425-8869 

  
Reading an article describing how children learn to sign, brought back many memories.......of 
seeing a frustrated child learning to make sense of his world one word and symbol at a time. I 
was fascinated with how my child could associate an object with a picture symbol, which also 
had a mental image to go along with it.......how could a child connect concrete objects with so 
many symbols on different levels and make sense of it all? 
After entering the world deprived of oxygen due to a diaphragmatic hernia, my son was 
eventually placed on ECMO (a specialized heart lung machine) and powerful ototoxic 
antibiotics to save his life.......his subsequent deafness was confirmed around age one. Just 
ensuring his survival was a daily battle his first two years. But his brightness fooled us all---he 
picked up the meanings of many words long before we knew he was deaf. 
Keifer expressed a tremendous desire to learn, first by pointing at pictures in an album we 
made for him, then associating that picture with a sign symbol for that word. And each word 
and symbol grew into a large vocabulary, even for a hearing child of three! Keifer was deaf, but 
he was far, far from non-verbal. He learned to read, write and speak short sentences at three 
because of intense one-on-one input from two very determined parents, and from our local 
school system's excellent support in teaching us sign language. 
Fifteen years later, Keifer graduated third in his high school class of 632, an AP student with a 
GPA of 5.3. Today he is a senior at Texas A&M University majoring in Biomedical Engineering. 
His goal is to design devices and materials which use neural connections to operate artificial 
limbs. Imagine the language of Calculus, Trigonometry, Linear Algebra, and other advanced 
mathematics he has learned through sign language! I am in awe of his accomplishments. 
Incidentally, his younger sister used a sort of "shorthand" sign language along with Keifer's 
"deaf speech" (to mimic his sound) in communicating with Keifer growing up. Children are 
amazing at adapting. We have two very bright and creative children! 
To address the subject of language acquisition in deaf children, I believe the reason Keifer 
learned language so quickly was because of two important reasons; two devoted parents and 
a set of blocks made by Keifer's dad to teach him the manual alphabet in 3-D form. His whole 
world revolved around language, and his eventual education in public school would open up 
unlimited opportunities for a future in the (primarily) hearing world. But first he had to know 
how to relate to that world through English, our native language. And we started with the 
alphabet, the building blocks for the vocabulary children need to succeed. Keifer was taught to 
spell and read short words using these FINGERSPELLING BLOCKS we made for him. He 
arranged and rearranged the blocks to spell "c a t", "b a l l", "e a r", "r u n", and more. Each  
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play time session revealed he understood the objects, colors, shapes, actions, and the 
meanings of each word by way of spelling, signing and speaking about them. His eyes lit up 
when he got it! 
We felt the same benefit would enhance language for other deaf and deaf/blind children and 
even hearing kids. The alphabet can be presented in multiple ways….we used many methods 
of communication including Sign Language,  gestures, speech therapy, and any method that 
worked to convey ideas….it all comes together to encourage children who mature into well 
rounded contributing adults, working and involved in the world around them. 
We turned Keifer's blocks into a personal quest to help deaf  and deafblind children. It took 
seventeen years, but we have our FINGERSPELLING BLOCKS manufactured now. Many school 
districts in the United States are using them in their Deaf Education programs. Helen Keller's 
Alma Mater, The Perkins School for the Blind, is using five sets with their young children. We 
are extremely gratified to be helping so many young learners. Education is only possible 
through learning language first. It is vital to a child's future.  And one never knows when 
inspiration will come from a little boy wanting so much to relate to the people and world 
around him.   
Necessity inspired the invention. And it continues to influence children who need to know 
their unique world has meaning and importance.   
Our story is meant to inspire and encourage parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, 
friends, and loved ones to touch someone special in their lives by communicating, relating 
with any method that works. All it takes is determination and effort. Our absolutely amazing 
children are worth it.  
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Getting ready for college begins in third grade: 
Working toward an independent future 

for your blind/VI child: Pre-K to middle school  
by Carol Castellano 

2010: Information Age Publishing, Charlotte, NC 
 
 

Reviewed by L. Penny Rosenblum, Ph.D. 
University of Arizona 
rosenblu@u.arizona.edu  

 

Children don’t come with a set of directions.  For parents whose children are born with a visual 
impairment the need to find information to assist them in raising their child is of the upmost 
importance.  Carol Castellano sets out to help parents plan a road map for raising an 
independent child who happens to have a visual impairment. 
 
This book is geared towards parents of young children. Throughout the text Castellano 
reminds parents of the need to plan and prepare for their child’s future.  The author stresses 
the importance of involving the child in all aspects of family and community life and of the 
need to work effectively with educational team members.  Throughout the text readers see 
photos of children engaging in a wide range of activities.   
 
The book has six chapters.  The first focuses on academics, the second on independent living 
skills, the third on movement and travel, the fourth on social skills, and the final chapter on 
self-advocacy skills.  Each chapter begins with information to help the parent understand the 
importance of their child developing skills in this area.  Parents are then given examples of 
ways in which they can encourage the development of these skills and ideas for getting back 
on track should their child not have strong skills in this area.   
  
With few exceptions, examples and strategies provided focus on a child who is primarily a 
tactual learner and does not have any additional disabilities.  A parent whose child has 
considerable functional vision will not find ideas in this text on how to promote their child’s 
use of functional vision, information on low vision aids, or how vision is used in travel or social 
situations by children and adults with low vision.  Similarly a parent of a child with additional 
disabilities will not find many examples that focus on partial participation within activities 
done by age mates.  The lack of a wide range of examples may cause parents who have 
children with additional disabilities to feel they are doing something wrong because their child 
is not developing the level of independence Castellano indicates is possible.  Keeping the 
narrow audience in mind, the examples Castellano provides within the chapters are ones that 
many parents will be able to identify with and implement. 



 
 
In the chapter on independent living the importance of having children participate in chores is 
stressed. The chapter on academics has an excellent discussion of how to develop a 
remediation plan with your child’s educational team should your child not be making 
satisfactory progress academically.  There is a fairly in-depth discussion of the benefits of using 
a cane for travel by children who are blind or have significant vision loss that impacts their 
ability to travel safely and independently.   
The overall tone of this book is “You can raise an independent child!”  Parents whose children 
have no other significant additional disabilities and are blind or have very low vision will find 
this book full of practical strategies they can implement with their child.  The book is a quick 
read written with no jargon and easy to understand language.  As Castellano notes, the time 
invested when a child is young will lead to greater success and independence as the child 
grows into adulthood. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

TOC 



 
Rethinking Braille 

 by Robin Stemple 
rstemple@somersetblind.org  

 
 

As technology evolves and mainstreaming continues to be the predominant option for all 
except the students with the most severely impaired vision and multiple disabilities, it seems 
to be a foregone conclusion that braille is a thing of the past; a relic only used by older people 
who grew up in the era of special schools for the blind and perhaps a select few totally blind 
students who don’t have access to technology.  Braille is often seen as being just too 
complicated and time consuming to learn to be a viable option for the 21st century.  Why take 
the time to learn braille when it’s so quick and easy to ―read‖ textbooks on the computer or a 
digital book player?  Isn’t it preferable to enlarge text on a CCTV, even if only a few words can 
be displayed at a time?  Isn’t it easier to have a student who is visually impaired take tests on 
a computer, or just to provide a reader for him or her?  In my opinion, not really.  There are 
many good reasons for a student who is visually impaired to learn braille. 
 
First and foremost, braille remains the only medium that allows a student who is visually 
impaired to enjoy the full range of benefits of literacy.  Technological solutions, from CCTV’s 
and computers to note takers and personal digital recorders each fall short in at least one 
essential ingredient.  As a result, unless they’ve learned braille, a student who is visually 
impaired  must sacrifice efficiency, independence, privacy, portability, convenience or some 
other element of literacy taken for granted by print readers.  Braille is not just about reading 
textbooks, novels and magazines.  It’s also an excellent tool for marking everything from 
clothing and CD’s to microwaves and washing machines. Braille is far superior to bump dots, 
puff paint, etc.  I personally use braille as my replacement for the ubiquitous sticky notes used 
by sighted people.  I could record a note on my book player, but I have to remember to go to 
the ―record‖ directory and play files until I get to the message.  I could also  
e-mail myself, but unless I’m glued to the computer 24/7, I may not read the e-mail until it’s 
too late.  I also sometimes record a phone message to myself as a reminder.  Hopefully, I get 
to the answering machine first, or I may or may not hear the reminder.  True, a student who is 
visually impaired may be able to write a note in large print, and perhaps even read it back.  
However, this can not only be awkward since it relies on vision, it can sometimes be less than 
private since sighted people can easily read large print from some distance away.  In the case 
of deteriorating vision conditions, large print notes rely on a skill that may fade over time, 
whereas braille skills last a lifetime, regardless of changes in vision.  As I do routinely, a 
student who learns braille could easily jot down a note in braille and stick it in his/her pocket 
where it’s instantly accessible at any time or place.  Braille is a real-life skill in a real world. As 
a musician I play regularly for church services.  A braille ―order of worship‖ ensures that I’m 
ready to play the next response, hymn or anthem at the appropriate time.  I can also jot down 
the first few notes or chords of a song in Braille to trigger my memory.   
 
Given more time and space, it would be easy to continue to list advantages that make braille 
a tool that just shouldn’t be written off as ―old tech.‖  If you consider that 80% of individuals 
who are blind and vision impaired - and who are employed -  use braille, it’s obvious that 
learning braille is worth the time and effort in the long term.  Unfortunately, like many  



 
 
―blindness‖ skills, braille is sacrificed on the alter of mainstreaming, where there’s just not 
sufficient time or trained personnel to teach braille and the other skills necessary for a student 
who is visually impaired to truly achieve independence.  If resources were shifted so braille 
could be taught at an early age, when sighted students are learning to read print, our students 
who are visually impaired could reap the benefits of a solid foundation in literacy as they 
progress through school.  They would require fewer accommodative educational resources, in 
terms of support personnel, technology and assistance.  Because of their increased 
independence, these students would rightfully have more confidence in their ability to 
succeed.  We seem to think it’s more important that students who are visually impaired aren’t 
singled out as being different, rather than concerning ourselves with providing them with the 
tools for independence and success in life.  While I believe in inclusion, if a student is going to 
be mainstreamed in more than name only, he or she  
 
 
 
must have the proper skills to compete on an equal footing with sighted peers.  As is 
evidenced in the world of work, braille users are much better equipped to compete and excel.  
I personally lost my sight in a car crash with a driver under the influence when I was 31.  I was 
fortunate to receive Personal Adjustment to Blindness training that included braille.  Not 
having a lifetime of practice, I’ve never been able to read braille very quickly. Even at that, 
there’s not a day that goes by when I’m not accessing files organized with braille on folders, 
jotting down key points of a presentation I need to make, brailing on an envelope to keep my 
mail straight, checking the tag on a sweater to make sure it matches my shirt and on and on.  
In short, braille has been an essential tool for any success I’ve enjoyed as one of the 
thousands of braille users who earn a living and enjoy a full life.  I would encourage students 
with vision impairments, parents and school personnel to reconsider all that braille has to 
offer, both in school and later in life.  It may just be the ―game changer‖ that makes all the 
difference in the lives of our students who are blind or visually impaired. 
 
 
 
Rob Stemple is Community Outreach & Rehabilitation Liaison for the Somerset County Blind 
Center; a Division of SABVI.  He frequently speaks to school groups, churches and civic 
groups. Rob writes a weekly ―Q&A‖ column for the Somerset Daily American and is an active 
member of the Lions Club. Rob is a keyboard player and has performed professionally for 40 
years.  He is now enrolled as a ―senior‖ student in the Vision Rehabilitation Therapy Master’s 
Program at Salus University and hopes to add Vision Rehabilitation Teacher to his job 
description in the not-too-distant future.   
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The 2011 International Conference: the Student Perspective 
 

Because CEC touches all facets of teaching exceptional children the 2011 CEC Convention and Expo 
in National Harbor, Maryland offered a unique chance to learn, teach, network, and celebrate with 
professionals and researchers from the field of visual impairment and beyond.  The conference offered a 
variety of workshops and sessions designed to expand attendees’ knowledge of the rich and complex world of  
the education of exceptional learners.  DVI was well represented in the conference program. Topics ranged 
from strategies for creating alternative assessment material to innovative tools.  There were also presentations 
of research related to the Expanded Core Curriculum for students with visual impairments. 

 
The 2011 CEC Convention and Expo also offered opportunities for students to get involved and share 

research and effective practices with researchers, professionals, and student colleagues.  Both the Teacher 
Education and Research divisions offered sessions specifically for graduate students and new researchers. 
For those who already had a project to share, the poster presentations at CEC provided a unique opportunity 
for researchers to connect directly with attendees, something not always possible in lecture-style sessions. 
Special educators from several disciplines stopped by the posters to learn more about visual impairment and 
current information on valuable strategies for working with this unique population.  As doctoral learners we 
appreciated the opportunity to both present and learn about the exciting projects and research in both special 
education in general and the field of visual impairment and blindness in particular. We strongly encourage our 
fellow students to submit posters featuring teaching strategies, reviews of literature, successful programs and 
research to the 2012 CEC Convention and Expo in Denver, Colorado. 

 
In addition to formal learning opportunities, there were opportunities to celebrate.  This year’s Helen 

Keller DVI Art Show was prominently displayed in the Expo and DVI members were treated to an AFB 
sponsored Ice Cream social; yet another a wonderful opportunity to meet and greet old friends and make new 
ones. The hot-fudge sundaes were tasty too!  During the DVI Board meeting we celebrated our colleagues’ 
service and commitment in the field. Our sincerest congratulations to the recipients of: The Distinguished 
Service Award—Dr. Rona Shaw; The Teacher of the Year Award—Meredith A. McArdle; and The Exemplary 
Advocate Award—Kim Charlson.  DVI also specifically recognized student participation with The Virginia M. 
Sowell Student of the Year Award: Tara A. McCarthy – Student in the VI and O&M Programs at Ohio State 
University and new scholarship through The Outstanding Dissertation of the Year: Dr. Tessa Wright – Assistant 
Professor at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. 

 
In closing, we’d like to take an opportunity to introduce ourselves: we are Kathryn Botsford and Cathy 

Smyth, both doctoral learners at The University of Northern Colorado; and Adam Wilton, doctoral student at 
The University of British Columbia. We are looking forward to sharing our perspectives with you over the next 
year as your DVI Student Ambassadors for 2011-2012. Please feel free to contact us: 

 
 

Catherine ―Cathy‖ Smyth, University of Northern Colorado: smyt1916@bears.unco.edu 
Adam Wilton, University of British Columbia: awilton@interchange.ubc.ca 

Kathryn Botsford, University of Northern Colorado: bots2132@bears.unco.edu 
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