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When clients walk through the doors of the Nebraska Center for the Blind and Visually Impaired for the first time, they are greeted with a fresh and distinct outlook on blindness. Yet every individual has his or her own response to the center. Each client which decides to stay for the 6 to 10 months, required to successfully complete the program, will arrive with either much life experience or very little, they will be either a newcomer to blindness or have experienced it throughout their lives, and they will have brought with them a set of skills, experiences and outlook which will determine how they will choose to confront the challenges and ideas which they will undoubtedly encounter during their time at the center.

However, no matter how different each client is from each other, while in attendance, at the Nebraska Center for the Blind and Visually Impaired, they will all share the knowledge that while in training, a high set of expectations will be set for them. There is no greater reward, then when those high expectations transfer into confidence, competence, and carries on after center training has been completed. And there is no greater reflection of these ideals then when a client, chooses to return to the place where they received support, training, those high expectations, and decides to give back by joining the team. 

Four of the articles in this newsletter have been written by individuals who have attended center training for their own personal growth and have decided to join us in giving back.  These four articles, especially our last piece which goes by the same title, and the diversity of the writings of our clients for this edition of the Expressions in Independence Newsletter, are the reason behind our theme: a full circle.
Our first article has been written by one of these individuals. Bob Deaton is one of our Deputy Directors at the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired. He has offered us a sincere glimpse into his experiences and his early struggles with blindness. We thank him for his frankness, and hope you enjoy what he has to share.

Life-Changing Events

Bob Deaton

I was 22-years old when an ophthalmologist told me that I had retinitis pigmentosa (RP).  I was slowly going blind, and probably in another fifteen years or so, I wouldn’t see at all.  I knew that I had tunnel vision and couldn’t see well at night, but I had no idea that my vision was slowly changing for the worse.  All at once, my world changed and the future looked bleak and uncertain.

The year was 1972.  I thought I was the only blind person or going-blind person in all of northern Wisconsin.  What I thought I knew about blindness was frightening and disturbing.  Blind people were helpless, unable to do anything for themselves; they didn’t work.  Blind people were to be pitied and taken care of.  That’s how I thought others would come to regard me.

I look back on those times with considerable detachment now.  It’s like it happened to someone else.  There was the feeling that everything was changed forever; my personal self-concept shattered.  At first, I dealt with it by not dealing with it.  I could still read with the central vision I had, recognize faces, and get around pretty well, at least during the day.  Most people didn’t realize I had problems seeing, or so I liked to think.  Maybe the doctor was wrong.  Maybe my vision wouldn’t get any worse.  I could deal with that.

Before long, reality intruded.  Things that were once easy for me became more difficult.  Traveling at night or in dark places provoked anxiety.  There was blurriness to things, particularly at a distance.  Colors were not so bright.  It was with great dismay when I finally gave my tennis racket away, realizing that I would never play the game again.

By the time I finished college and began working towards a graduate degree in Social Work, life seemed pointless.  I was working toward a career with no confidence that I could make it work.  I suppose there might have been some anger with my situation.  Maybe I considered medical solutions.  I remember that there was supposed to be some remarkable treatment for my kind of problem in Russia.  What I do remember is sinking into a deep depression that settled in for the long haul.

I don’t believe anyone who has not experienced chronic depression can know what it is like.  The sense of powerlessness is pervasive and persistent.  Each day is as empty of purpose as the day before, and there is no reason to believe that things will get any better.  I couldn’t concentrate on graduate school, dropped out, and went to work in a local factory.

If you ever want to stop the world and get off for a while, try working on an assembly-line.  So long as you show up for work and do your job reasonably well, you don’t have to engage your mind much.  That’s exactly what I wanted, but the depression continued.  I was drifting with no destination in mind.

After a couple of years, the oppressive, unchanging regularity of what had become my life proved too much for me, and my thoughts turned to suicide.  It seems incredible to me now to think that I once had a suicide plan, but it’s true.  For me, that was the low point of my life.  As I thought about how I would end it all, I scared myself bad enough to want to do something about it.  Life was pretty bad and didn’t look so good down the road, but I wasn’t ready to give up yet.

I had slowly withdrawn from most of the people I knew, but fortunately, a few friends wouldn’t let me slip away.  One, in particular, more than anyone else, helped me get back on track.  He convinced me to join him on a 10-speed bike trip through northern Wisconsin and Michigan.

The bike trip lasted seven weeks.  It was an amazing thing.  Each new day had to be negotiated.  What did we want to see?  Where did we want to eat?  Should we find a campground, or did we want to stay in a motel?  Everywhere we went, people were interested in who we were and where we were heading.  For the first time in a long time, I had the sense that I was in control of where I was and what I did.

In many ways, that bike trip never ended.  My life opened up to possibilities I would have thought unthinkable a short time before.  Instead of the day-to-day decisions of the trip, I began to consider longer-range perspectives.  I decided then that I would never again let circumstances dictate my course in life.

And just what did I want out of life?  I decided that I did, in fact, want to work with people, and, so, I resolved to finish my graduate degree in social work.  This I did, earning almost straight A’s in the process.  I was still not sure about how I would deal with future vision loss, but until that happened, I would do the best I knew how.

The job search came after I graduated.  In the late 1970s, it seemed like every social work position I applied for required a driver’s license, to say nothing of experience.  I had no driver’s license, of course, and the internship and practicum experiences during graduate training were my only experience.  But more than that, I really did not believe in myself.  When I interviewed for a job, I did not project the kind of confidence employers expect of job applicants.  I knew that I was visually impaired and would become only more so.  I saw myself as damaged goods.  If I was truthful, I would not have hired myself.

It is said that insanity is evident if people do the same thing over and over again, expecting a different result.  After two years of a fruitless job search, I enrolled in a graduate program of vocational rehabilitation counseling with a focus on vocational evaluation and work adjustment.  This time, I chose a field of study towards a career that was less likely to require extensive driving.  I determined to graduate at the top of my class and did pretty well, getting nearly all A’s again.

My vision continued to worsen, of course.  In fact, I knew I should have started using a white cane long before I did.  The decision to begin using the cane was not easy.  I did not look forward to explaining to everyone why I was using the cane when I was “not blind.”  Well, the day I started using the cane was the same day I started graduate school.  My classmates and instructors did not know me from before and so, acceptance was immediate.  I still had to deal with my family and friends when I went home on weekends, but this was manageable.  Before long, everyone seemed comfortable with the new order of things.

I was also using a magnifying glass to read regular sized print.  More than that, I thought about what I would need as a blind person, not as a high partial with pretty good functional vision in most situations.  I wanted to prepare for what was sure to come.

My vocational rehabilitation counselor referred me for a week-long assessment at the Visually Impaired Program (VIP) at the technical college in Wausau, Wisconsin.  From the start, I said I wanted to prepare for blindness, and also, I wanted to know how I could engage a professional career as a blind person.

To assess my cooking skills, I was given   a TV dinner.  I read the instructions on the box (without the magnifying glass), put it in a microwave, and set the controls.  After removing the cooked meal from the microwave, I ate it.  My skills in this area were deemed adequate for survival, and no training in “compensatory skills” was indicated.  Braille was not recommended since I could read print with magnification, if needed.  I was taught to hold the cane diagonally in a fixed position across the front of my body.  It was recommended that I travel unattended at night only in well-lit areas.  Essentially, the instructors at VIP believed that compensatory skills training would be a waste of time, since I would only have to be re-trained later when I experienced more vision loss.

Needless to say, an assessment like that was not only a huge disappointment; it was an abysmal waste of my time.  It also made me think that there was not much I could do to prepare for the future until I actually lost more vision.

Nine years had passed since learning of eventual blindness when I got my graduate degree in vocational rehabilitation counseling.  It pleases me to say that I took the white cane with me to my first job interview after graduation.  I got that job, and I was to work there for nearly three years.

Let me say that self-confidence goes a long way in a job interview.  I knew that all sheltered workshops in the state of Minnesota had three years to become CARF (Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities) certified.  I knew that The Achievement Center (TAC), where I interviewed, was not CARF certified.  If standards acceptable to CARF were not met, TAC would not receive state funding.  This knowledge served me well in the interview.  I said that I could help TAC get ready for CARF and that I knew what would be required.  Later on, I learned that I was the only applicant who knew anything about CARF, and that was why I was hired.

I did well at TAC.  My graduate training was put to good use.  Still, vision loss continued inexorably.  I went through a series of different devices with higher magnification and lighting.  I thought I might prepare for encroaching blindness while still on the job.  I became a client of the Minnesota Services for the Blind, and a mobility instructor came out to work with me using the white cane.  She thought my method of holding the cane diagonally across my body was fine.  That didn’t need to change.  However, she thought impaired hearing created a safety problem.  I have 50% bilateral hearing loss, and I was advised not to cross any busy streets, except intersections with traffic lights.  She also recommended that I not travel unattended at night or in dark places.  She thought I would do well to make more use of sighted guides.  I listened to what she had to say.  She was the expert after all.

The time for making decisions was not far off.  Visual ways of doing things were breaking down; it was taking me longer and longer for me to get things done.  I asked my VR counselor what I should do, since I didn’t believe visits by my O&M instructor would be enough.  He told me about the Minneapolis Society for the Blind (MSB), and I sent away for more information.  I also inquired about training programs in other states such as Lions World in Arkansas and a new program in Idaho.  My VR counselor, however, did not encourage this exploration.  If I pursued training anywhere outside the state, I would lose any assistance I might otherwise get.  In other words, it was MSB or nothing.

I met the newly hired director of an independent living center for people with disabilities during this time of uncertainty and indecision.  She was totally blind, and the first positive role model I had met since being told that I would be blind myself.  This is true not because I avoided contact with blind people.  In fact, my VR counselor in Wisconsin knew I wanted to meet other blind people and arranged for me to meet some of the people she worked with.

There was the man who lost all his vision in a plane crash three months before.  He was very angry and believed life was over for him.  The strength of his despair blew me away.  Then there was the blind housewife.  She also had RP and was totally blind.  She had a woodshop in the basement of her home, and the tools she showed me for measuring were intriguing; however, she did very little outside the home.  She gave effusive thanks for her husband, without whom she said she would, for sure, be lost.  These encounters did not encourage me, and I didn’t ask for any more introductions.

My new friend was a member of the National Federation of the Blind of Minnesota (NFBM).  With her encouragement, I attended an NFBM state convention in Minneapolis.  The experience was stunning.  There were more than a hundred blind people at that convention, engaged in all manner of endeavor.  I heard the message that blindness was, in fact, manageable.  If I wanted to continue my career in rehabilitation, there was no reason why I shouldn’t - provided I had the proper training and opportunity.  I asked about MSB, and heard very little positive about it.

As it turned out, my friend was once employed as the Home Management instructor at the Nebraska Orientation Center for the Blind in Lincoln.  It sounded just like the sort of program I was looking for.  My friend and I arranged for a tour, and I quickly concluded that this is where I needed to be.  I told my VR counselor of my plans, and my case was closed.  My resignation from TAC was bittersweet, but I knew it was time to move on.  By the way, TAC earned CARF certification the month before I left.

The training at the Orientation Center for the Blind was, without a doubt, a life-changing event.  It is possible for me now, after years of experience in the field, to compare the Orientation Center with other training centers for the blind.  Many training centers provide basic skill instruction in the alternative skills of blindness over a period of three months or so, but that is as far as it goes.  If the purpose of training is simply to teach the basic alternatives needed for travel, communication, and activities of daily living, the case can be made that three months of training is enough.  It is my contention, however, that many graduates of centers like this do not go on to complete vocational training or obtain high-quality employment.  In fact, many return for more training in the skills of blindness, particularly if more vision loss is experienced.

Center training is successful if the trainee has gained:  the basic alternative skills of blindness, problem-solving skills adequate for managing situations faced by blind people every day, and a positive understanding of blindness and belief in oneself as a blind person.  The approach to training is called “structured discovery.”  Through exposure to a series of gradually more complex learning situations, trainees develop confidence in their ability to apply the alternative skills of blindness and come up with solutions.  Seminars during Center training provide frequent opportunities for trainees to examine their personal attitudes and beliefs about blindness.  As skill levels rise, trainees often change their ideas about what is possible after Center training.

To realize success, training is longer than it is at most other centers.  It has to be.  If alternative skills are to be applied with confidence in a way that promotes full participation in the life of our communities, more time is necessary.  An intellectual understanding about what blind people can do is not enough; it needs to be experience at a gut level; it needs to be lived.

I could go on about the value of each class I participated in during my Center training, but I won’t.  Suffice to say that every class contributed significantly to my personal growth.  I was finally getting what I needed in preparation for life as a totally blind person.  At that time, I was still what some people referred to as a “high partial.”  As such, my training was completed under sleep shades.

Sleep shades were never a problem for me.  There were enough times when my diminishing vision simply did not work well, and non-visual alternatives were the way to go.  I could still read print with a magnifying glass, and I could still recognize faces, but I knew that wouldn’t be the case in another few years.  So long as my vision worked for some things, I used visual strategies, but I didn’t want to repeat Center training if my vision got worse, as I knew it would.  Sleep shades made sense.

I quickly “got with the program,” as my fellow trainees would’ve said back then, and my progress was rapid.  The 10 months I spent in training in 1984-1985 was the most important time of my life.  I owe the Center a great deal, but Center training was not the most important thing that happened to me then.  The connections I made with other blind people, at the Center and through the NFB-Nebraska local chapter, did more than anything else to help me realize my own potential and grow as a blind person.

Fourteen years had passed before I could connect with positive blind role models, something that should have happened when I first learned I was going blind.  I can’t say enough about how important this was to me.  In fact, even though I had been a client of two different state vocational rehabilitation agencies, my real rehabilitation as a blind person did not begin until I came to Nebraska and joined the society of other blind people, people who were not extraordinary or exceptionally advantaged, people I could relate to.  The range of possibilities became much wider, and I came to feel more secure about myself and where I was going.

There is one other thing I want to say.  During the years I struggled with blindness, my family and friends felt my pain, sometimes more than I did myself, or so it seemed.  They wanted to help, but didn’t know how.  Since I hated the idea of being dependent on others, I resisted any attempt to do things for me.  This created an awkward situation.  Whenever I was clearly experiencing difficulty, no one knew exactly how to act.  There were other times when I would begin some undertaking only to encounter expressions of disapproval or even fear.  That was the situation I faced when my family learned of my plans to begin the bike trip mentioned above.  They thought I would have an accident for sure, probably on the first day - never mind that I had been biking around town for years.

After Center training, I was much more relaxed around people - family, friends, or even people I didn’t know.  I conducted myself differently, and those who knew me appreciated the difference.  I had more confidence, more self-assurance.  Once my family realized that I was not an accident waiting to happen, they relaxed and became less nervous.

My relations with friends also improved.  Not everyone I thought of as friends stuck by me; some bailed out pretty quickly, and that hurt.  Maybe that was for the best.  The friends that hung in there, however, will be dear to me for as long as I live.

I didn’t really think about how my relationships with the people closest to me would change as a consequence of training.  It was a benefit totally unexpected.  In fact, I didn’t anticipate just how much training would change my view of the world and what it had to offer.  It came as a pleasant surprise - and a revelation.  What we do in life is up to us.  That’s true.  But we are social animals after all.  My journey would not have been possible without the people I met along the way.  I owe a lot to a lot of people.

I worked a temporary position as an Out-patient Social Worker at a Veterans Administration hospital in Wisconsin after my Center training.  That might have led eventually to a permanent job in the federal government, but then a position for a vocational rehabilitation counselor opened at the Nebraska Services for the Visually Impaired (now the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired).  That was twenty-five years ago.  I am totally blind now, but that’s OK.  I am comfortable with who I am and where I am.  More important, I can now give back to others as others had given to me when I needed it most.

One of the most precious advantages of attending center training is the opportunity to not only meet, but also engage other blind people which can help in shape, confront and challenge the negative stereotypes attributed to blindness. We want our clients to see the reality of blindness, the issues which concern the blind, and the blind people who live ordinary and complete lives. It is for these reasons, which we encourage our clients to take advantage of the opportunity which the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired offers them, an opportunity to attend consumer group conventions at a national and state level. 

Victor, Marty and Laurie were among the center clients which this year decided to take advantage of this opportunity. What follows are their experiences. 

Victor and Marty at American Counsel of the Blind’s (ACB) national Convention

Victor Ireland and Marty Borges

 Hi, I’m Victor Ireland and I am a client at NCBVI. After attending the state convention of American Council of the Blind (ACB) I decided that I wanted to go to the national convention.  I asked my friend Marty Borges, who is also a client, to go along. The Commission made it possible with their support.  Since this was our first convention we didn’t know what to expect. Wow! What an experience. Two thousand blind people in one hotel are a bit overwhelming, but it was also informative and fun. It is very apparent that some blind individuals need independent training. At first we both found it a little sad and amusing at the same time. After a while, we realized that most of the people attending were quite independent and social. We each met some interesting people from all over the country.

The ACB did a good job with the general sessions. They were informative and entertaining. Some of the things that stood out to us were; How much more available descriptive television is in the UK than it is in the US. It gives us hope that advancements in not only TV, but DVD players, DVR’s, and other technology will become more accessible for the blind and visually impaired shortly in this country. We also learned about an autonomous car that has been successfully tested on Nevada roadways and is going to be tested in California. This car doesn’t need a driver. We can’t wait to drive. The most enjoyable session to me was when Jack and Jill Fox, who are narrators for the Talking Book Library, read short stories, I felt like I was lying on my sofa at home listening to my machine. Jack and Jill are father and daughter who have narrated thousands of books.

As good as the general sessions were, the structure and content of the seminars could have been better. It was a bit confusing and vague. Some of the seminars should have been purchased ahead of time. Also, you have to pay for each one separately. I paid $7.00 for one that basically told us how to turn on and off an I-product, but overall the convention was very well done.  The location of the convention (The Galt House Hotel in Louisville, KY) was an excellent choice. The staff of the hotel was accommodating and informed. Nearly all of the people in Louisville were very pleasant and friendly. We really enjoyed the amount of things to do in Louisville. Our cane tips have been dipped in the Ohio River. We set six inches from the riverbank and watched the sunset. We also took a riverboat tour, went to the Louisville Slugger factory and museum, the Mohamed Ali museum and 4th Street Live.

Thanks to the commission and all the staff that made it possible for us to attend our first national convention.

National Federation of the Blind (NFB) Convention

Laurie Jacobsen

I was one of about 26 people to ride the bus to Dallas for the NFB Convention. Five of us were rookies, and the rest were seasoned convention goers. I walked away with a new awareness for the serious need to get Braille into the public school system.  How important it is for me to learn it as well. I also learned about the unfair wages that an employer can pay handicap workers. There was an entertaining mock trial that addressed that subject. I walked away with a stronger commitment to participate in matters that concern and affect the blind community as a whole. Thank you to the Nebraska Commission for that opportunity.   Thank you to the Nevada Commission for selling me that 1 ounce glass to store my stylus in.   

The following two articles are written by our last two graduates. They are both headed to college. David aspires to attain his graduate degree in English, and Leah will start her first year. 

As they disclose in their articles, both have not only had the challenge of how to learn and utilize non-visual techniques while training at the center. They have also had to learn to adapt those non-visual techniques along with other health issues and disabilities. 

For David, center training has been a challenge he has strongly taken on and committed to until completion.  Leah is a young woman on her way to college, and has much to look forward to. We wish the both of them good luck. 

Graduation of sorts…

David Freitag

     Joseph Conrad wrote in his novel, The Heart of Darkness, that in all darkness, there is a shimmer of light that defines a man’s direction of his life.  I found that shimmer of light when I was accepted into the program at Nebraska commission for the blind and visually impaired.     I found myself in need of the commission’s assistance in 2010 after having my right foot amputated due to an infection that just wouldn’t go away. It was during this period of darkness of my life that I encountered my next challenge of being blind.      Since 1997 everything I tried to do just went wrong and this seemed just another wall to run into.  But I was lucky; my rehab team directed me to the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired where I met Kelly. It didn’t take long to realize that a more aggressive approach to my retraining in how to do things would be necessary in order to return to my expected level of being able to do anything I wanted. It has never been a question of, can I do it, but, rather a question of how do I do it.     So, it was Thursday the 4th of October that I started into my shimmer of light when the Center for the Blind and Visually Impaired opened its doors to me. I wish I could say it has been easy as well as challenging, but, I cannot. And while it has not been easy, it is doable with the help and guidance of the staff and support of fellow clients.     I will not recount  all the details of every step I took while here, but, I will tell of some of the challenges  one has to work through to feel the satisfaction of taking the next step to doing things your way and attain the level of success one would desire. It took some adjustment to doing as EVERYTHING is done under shades, and I mean everything: from moving from station to station in classes to cooking, sawing and reading. Of course trips outside the center were included. To me this made sense I would have to learn to do everything non- visually. Each of the different skills one learns are integral to being independent and able    to work at something you want to do.

For example, I was not exactly computer friendly but I can say I have become fairly proficient with its use. And while I am no Chef Ramsey in the kitchen, I can say that I can bake an award winning pie. These classes along with shop, Braille and travel constitutes a program to not only teach you some of the skills but, also the means to overcome the hesitancy to even try the different challenges provided by these everyday activities.    The biggest lesson I learned from the staff was how to change attitudes towards being blind and how it helps to improve yourself perception. As I worked myself through the different lessons in the structured discovery format, I was led to trust my own instincts and ways that I had learned to do things and put that knowledge to work for me non-visually as well as I had done visually. That is I can do anything I had done before. In fact some things even better, for example, before being here I did not have a clue about computers or baking pies. Now realize that I am speaking of skills to do these things I learned totally non-visually while under shades. Knowing that anything is actually possible with the right approach opens lots of hope for future employment and adventures not involving work such as travel and writing. I am amazed at the things the staff members do here and I would be remiss in not shouting from the rooftops of Lincoln my gratitude to Fatos, Sahar, Mitzy, Cindy, Mike and Jeff for their support and guidance and good counsel The staff here was and is phenomenal as well as down to earth, they had to drag me kicking into the computer age and taught me to cook something other than hamburgers to eat. It was their good counsel that gave back “me” in spite of my coming out of the darkness. I look forward to everything ahead of me now and am anxious to get on with it. I am getting older and perhaps a little wiser for it…John Denver says it best… The days pass so quickly now, the nights are seldom long, and time whispers when it is cold, changes somehow frighten me, but still I have to smile, It turns me on to think of growing  old.

Now I am looking forward to it!

My Adventure at the Nebraska Center for the Blind
Leah Johnson

My name is Leah Johnson.  I was born with Leber’s Congenital Amaurosis: an eye disease that deteriorates the retina, and can lead to blindness. Since there is no treatment for this disease, I grew up with this condition. 

The disease wasn’t diagnosed until I was six years old. I was able to read large print from kindergarten to 8th grade. As I reached high school, my eyesight had deteriorated, and I could no longer read large print; I had to read braille. I really needed some training because I had little independence. My mom and dad did a lot of things for me. I needed training so that I could do more things on my own.
For the last two summers, I participated in a program called Work and Gain Experience in the Summer (WAGES), a program for teenagers to get job experience. For the first summer I worked at the Children’s Museum where I taught children about braille. The second year I worked at St. Elizabeth Hospital, in the Human Resource department, where I sorted out papers and answered phone calls. Both jobs taught me that I could interact with other people and earn money.
During both summers, people who had gone through Center training were telling me how the Nebraska Center for the Blind would be a great experience for me. Some of the people I met went through the program before they went to college, while others did so afterwards.  Those that went through the training after college said that they wished they had gone through the Center beforehand because it would have given them the skills they needed for college.  
I knew that I really didn't have a lot of great skills then, and I knew I would need the training before I went to college. I needed the computer skills to do my research papers correctly.  I needed to know how to use the slate and stylus because if my Braille Note were to break, I would still be able to take notes. I needed travel skills so 

that I could get around campus independently. I needed Home Management to cook for myself if I wanted to live on my own.                                       


Last summer I attended the Center part-time and realized that I didn't have the greatest cooking and travel skills.  At the end of the WAGES program, I decided to come to the Center.  After WAGES, I attended a program at the Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) in Sand Point, New York. It was a Young Adult Program (YAP) that allowed twelve participants to learn about the HKNC program and how to empower themselves. I was one of these participants and I had fun.  It was two weeks long.   I wanted the program to be longer, but it was the farthest place I’ve ever been, and the longest time I’ve ever been away from my family. Most of the camps I’ve gone to were just a few hours from home, and they only lasted for one week.
It was early September when I arrived at the Center.  I was excited to gain more skills than I had before I came to training. There were things that I’ve never done before. I had never lived on my own or cooked for myself. This is something I had to learn in training.  When I began training, I started on some easy recipes, and then moved on to some harder ones. Now, I can make casseroles, salads, and other kinds of food. This was something I couldn't do before I came to training.  The alternative skills in cooking gave me the confidence to know that I could cook without getting myself burned.


In travel, I surprised myself with how well I did. I knew how to get to the bus stop fine, and I could make it around the block without any problem. I had had travel during my school years and continued to use what my teacher had taught me.  I learned how to travel to various places, including downtown, and I learned how to locate both business and residential addresses.  I was able to cross busy intersections despite my hearing loss.  

I started learning braille when I was in second grade.  It took me about two years to learn all of the letters and contractions.  I continue to use Braille as I got older.  I kept at it because my eyesight was deteriorating.  I had also learned how to use a braillewriter while I was in school.  
At the end of my eighth grade year I bought a Braille Note and learned how to use it.  The Braille Note is a Braille electronic note taker. With the Braille Note, I could go online and download books from my favorite websites and have access to documents that are not ready in hard braille copy. I could also put down my schedule in my planner and wrote people's addresses and phone numbers in address book. I could use the scientific calculator when I couldn't figure out a math problem. I could also rename folders and files and move them or erase them when I was done with them.
 The only thing I needed to learn when I came to the Center was how to use a slate and stylus.  I was never taught to use this device in school.  I wished I had learned how to use one then, but I was unfortunate.  I never knew how to write braille in pen and paper fashion, until now.


I was fortunate to grow up around computers all of my life.  I was taught how to type at a young age.  At the Center, I learned how to use Windows 7 because I started on a computer with Windows XP.  I also learn how to search on the internet and use my e-mail.  I learn to access my bank account independently.  I am doing all of this with by Job Access With Speech (JAWS), a screen reader for the blind to use without asking help from their sighted peers.  I have also been able to explore PowerPoint and excel on my own.  
Not only am I learning about the Window products, I am also learning about the Apple products too.  I recently got an iPad for my birthday, and I have been exploring it. The one benefit about having an Apple device is that the accessibility is built into the product. The accessibility program is called Voice-over. It does the same thing as JAWS, but it is not as expensive as JAWS.
In shop I learn that most of the power tools are not adapted for the blind.  So the only thing that is made for the blind is called a click ruler.  This is a threaded rod that clicks.  Each raise bump represents one half inch.  Each click represents a sixteenth of an inch.  The threaded rod measures to six inches.  So the whole rod plus its metal piece is one foot.  You can add an extension that is one foot long on the end of the rod.  I learned how to use each power tool safely.  I work with the hand drill, the drill press, the radio arm saw and the table saw.  I ended up making a jewelry box for my project.  I will be putting a lot of necklaces and bracelets in this jewelry box.


I would like to thank all of the instructors.  I thank Cindy for helping me become a better cook, Sahar for helping me with my slate and stylus skills, Mitzy for helping me become better with the computer, Mike for helping me build confidence in knowing that I can work with power tools and Jeff for making me become a better cane traveler.  These instructors are fun to be around, and I would recommend more people come to the Nebraska Center for the Blind.   

You gain confidence and skills while you are in training. No other place can provide you with the best training. You gain confidence that you never had. You can go anywhere, read anything, cook anything, and surf the net anytime you want. You have more freedom than you ever had.  
I would like to thank all of the clients that were at the Center while I was in training. I will miss you all and hope to stay connected by Facebook, twitter, Skype or even by phone. Thanks for helping me through the hard times and all the fun times we had. 


There are many programs which the Nebraska Commission for the Blind aims to build independence confidence and competence. Quite often, our clients are interested to attend the training center after visiting us through one of these other programs like GATE (Group Alternative Technique Experience)  or WAGES (Work and Gain Experience in the Summer). These are programs aimed to introduce alternative non-sighted techniques to adults, and to facilitate transition between school, and employment for teens respectively. 

Rob and Stephanie have both had a chance to attend the center. Rob has graduated from his center training and Stephanie hopes to attend the adult training program next year, after participating in the WAGES program this summer. 

WHAT NCBVI MEANS TO ME

Rob Morgan

I was limited in my life skills; I decided to discuss my dilemma in life with my Vocational Counselor Larry Roos. I attended G A T E which stands for group alternative technique exploration, another program offered at the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired. This program inspired me to check out the Center.  

I noticed a change over the first three months: Sahar taught me braille, Mitzy taught me the skills I needed in computer, I had such a limited skill level in cane travel, now I can get around myself, Mike Rains taught my shop class, and I learned how to use the Click ruler.  I made a Garbage Can Housing.  He worked with me on problem solving skills as well as gaining confidence in using the power tools, and Cindy taught me about using recipes to cook; I learned that following directions was crucial to the success of a recipe. 

The skills I learned at the Nebraska commission for the Blind are very life changing in my life.  Many doors that were closed to me are gradually opening.  Thank you for the instruction I received over the last seven months.

Stephanie, Having a Good Time

Stephanie Eggers

At the Center, I learned I can do certain things that I didn't know I could do. For example, I can now read and write the letters in Braille on the slate and stylus, as well as the braille writer.

Now I know how to turn on the computer, shut it off, and open programs being blind-folded. Also, I practiced typing and spelling.


Even being blind-folded, I was able to cook. I made Jell-O, but spilled it the first time. Then I wiped it up, and I got it perfect the next time around. I unfroze, and fixed, the turkey, for spaghetti on the stove. After we put in the noodles, we drained the water from them, and mixed them.


I can cross the street using a cane and sleep-shades by myself. If I need to, I use pencil-grip going up and down stairs. Because I believe in myself, I know I can do it, and I stay positive. I trusted other people, made new friends, and had a good time. The commission helped me a lot. There are a lot of respectful people there.

 I worked at Selleck where I washed dishes and cleaned a dishwasher. I also folded turkey and ham. My least favorite thing was wiping down chairs.

I used to find it hard to get along with a roommate, but I’m much better about this, and I can control my temper now. I am able to do better with having a roommate, because, I have learned new coping skills. It was a lot of fun living in the dorms, and I am glad I had the chance to attend WAGES. 

David Cate will be the next graduate from the Nebraska Center for the Blind. As his training winds down, he prepares himself for life outside of the training environment. We hope that his experience here at the center has taught him valuable lessons, we wish him well, and congratulations on his upcoming marriage.

Thank you

David Cate

Dear Nebraska Commission for the blind and visually impaired, I would like to thank you from the bottom of my heart for allowing me the opportunity to go through this awesome program. In these last 6 months has been such a wonderful blessing to me. I have learned how to use alternative techniques in being independent in dealing with my blindness. I have learned how to read and write braille. I have also learned how to use my cane properly, in getting around. The computer communication class has helped me in being able to operate a computer while not being able to depend on my vision.  One of favorite classes is shop. I have learned a lot from my shop class. In shop, I learned that the tools that I use in the classroom can be applied in life. The lesson that I learned is that, “Whatever I put into doing, is what I'll get out of it.”  I also learned that I'm capable of doing anything I want without my vision.

When I first started here at the Nebraska Commission, I was scared in dealing with my blindness.  Now having gone through this program, I know that I'm capable of doing anything I want without my vision. My hope and prayer is that ever blind person would go through the training here, at the Nebraska Commission for the blind and visually impaired. The Nebraska Commission is the best program out there for dealing with blindness.

Since February, I've been doing volunteer work at Radiant Church. I've been working at a coffee shop serving others.  I've always been a people person, and I have always enjoyed sharing life experiences with others. While volunteering at Radiant Church, I was able to welcome people I helped with serving coffee and also serving donuts.

I would like to say thank you to all my teachers for encouraging me and for not giving up on me when I struggled early on. Here's a big thank you to Director Fatos, for showing me that I'm capable of reaching any goal.

The past few months have been very busy at the Nebraska Center for the Blind. Our Home Management Instructor Cindy, along with our clients has been hard at work. Here is her update on what’s been going on around the center. 

On the Back Burner

By Cindy Zimmer

It has been very busy here in Nebraska since my last writing.  Four clients hosted their mini meals and nine clients and staff trainees hosted their commencement meals.  

In class, clients spent some time working on etiquette skills.  We discussed place settings, table manners, and dining mistakes.  On February 14th, the agency sponsors a “fancy banquet” at the local Community College.  Check out our Facebook page to see our picture of everyone in their Sunday best. Clients get a chance to practice the skills they have been working on and it is a nice Valentine’s Day outing.

In preparation for our fancy banquet, we also worked on grooming.  Our Mary Kay friend Melissa came to discuss caring for our skin and application of make-up.  The clients enjoy that little extra pampering when we have Melissa come and it is always a fun time.

A soup and salad luncheon was hosted on March 13th.  Our seafood chowder recipe is always a big hit!

This year we tried a new technique when we dyed our Easter Eggs.  We used a silk tie.  The eggs turned out so cool.  Everyone loved the idea and the neat patterns the ties made.  Our Facebook page has some great pictures of how the eggs turned out.

A grilling activity was held on May 31st.  We fired up the BBQ Gas grill and clients grilled so many wonderful things.  One lady who happened to be coming to the building for an appointment stopped to tell us that she would smell us grilling from about 4 miles away.  (I kind of doubt that, but she seemed so sure of herself when she pulled up on her bike and stopped to talk to those clients out grilling.)  It sure did smell good.  

Center clients hosted the WAGES students for an evening dinner.  It is always nice to have the younger clients come and tour the Center and participate in a seminar with us.  

What do Chocolate Chip cookies, Rhubarb Pie, Beef jerky, Oatmeal cookies, Dill Onion bread, Pecan Pie and Oatmeal Raisin cookies have in common?  They were all entered in this year’s Lancaster County Fair by Center clients.  It was a new experience for many of the clients.  They worked hard in class on perfecting their dough and learning special tricks to make their recipes stand out.   Out of the seven entries, six won ribbons.  Two first-blue, two second-red and two third-white ribbons were won!  Congratulations go out to Victor, Danna, Marty, Dave, and Laurie for all their hard work!

Our last three articles have been written by the most recent hires of the commission. As staff trainees, they have to go through 4 months of emersion training,  a program very similar to what all of the clients are required to graduate from. 

Alex, Conchita, and Wes, have all not only gone through the 4 months of training required 

Of all staff trainees, but have also previously gone through a complete center program. Alex, our new Apartment Resource Counselor at the center, has finished his training from the Louisiana Center for the Blind. In his article, he describes what one may expect when in attendance at a Structured Discovery based training center.

Conchita and Wes have completed their training in our own Center for the Blind and Visually Impaired here in Lincoln Nebraska. Conchita, our most recent rehabilitation counselor at the Nebraska Commission for the Blind, writes of the process of finding her own identity as a blind person and how her training helped her in doing so.

Wes was born and raised here in Nebraska, and is an example of someone who has gone through the different programs offered by NCBVI. He has gone through our previously mentioned WAGES program for teens and the adult training program at the Nebraska center for the Blind. After some years living away from Nebraska, he has come back home, and we are proud to have him as our technology manager here at the commission.

Here are their articles respectively, and we hope that you have enjoyed this edition of our Expressions in Independence newsletter. 

You Have to Get a Little Lost, If You Want To Find Your Way

Alex Castillo

After what seems like an hour of twists, turns, and going in circles around the city of Lincoln, Cindy pulls up to a parking lot which appears to be empty, with the exception of the clangs, bangs and yells of construction workers and their heavy machinery nearby. “Here you go.” She says, the car comes to a stop, and I know it’s my queue to exit. 

“Where are we again?” I ask, in the most serious tone I can manage, and I hear the others in the car laugh.

“Nice try,” she says, “that ain't gonna work.” In the center kitchen, where she reigns as the home economics instructor, her answers are very much the same. She expects us to figure it out before asking for help. After her reply, the only thing to do is laugh, and let the others, who are also on their way to be dropped at an unknown location, know that asking was worth the try. 

In an instant, the echoes and sounds I hear make me aware of an unfamiliar landscape, but I know there is a building in front of me and that’s where I want to go. The laughter from the other passengers in the car gets louder, I shut the door, and the car lingers for a moment before it drives off. 

This is my commencement drop. The most challenging independent travel lesson which I must undergo before my training is over. The day is hot, and the sleep shades on my face aren’t quite damp with sweat, but I know that by the time I return to the center they will most likely need to be washed. Cindy has just purposely driven around in circles before we arrive at our destination to confuse me, in case I had somehow kept track of the direction we had driven in, or had an idea of where the drop would take place. 

I am expected to find out where I am, and figure out how to get back to the center only being allowed to ask the public 1 question, and without getting a ride from, as our travel instructor Jeff always says:  “friends, enemies or axe murderers.”

Before going through the 4 month emersion training program at the Nebraska Center for the Blind and Visually Impaired as a center staff trainee, I had attended The Louisiana Center for the Blind, a similar structured discovery based blindness training center as a student.

 I would often be asked to explain the purpose for my choice to participate in such an intensive and rigorous training process. After all, for most people it’s not easy to set aside 6 to 10 months of one’s life and dedicate it to blindness training, or to wearing a pair of sleep shades to block out any residual vision for 40 hours a week. And especially when there are blindness centers which teach you to use the vision you already have, travel instructors to specifically teach you how to go to and from work, and programs which don’t bother with a positive philosophical view on blindness and simply focus on teaching skills.

The answer for me had never been complicated. The vision which I had was unreliable, so it would not make any sense to spend time, effort and money in an attempt to learn how to use it when I could simply learn alternative non-sighted techniques and accomplish the task reliably and competitively along my sighted and blind peers. 

When I thought of regaining my independence as a traveler, again, I felt the choice in learning method was obvious. As a child, and later as an adult, I had always cherished my independence to come and go as I pleased, an independence which seemed to lessen as my vision decreased, and so it had never been my intention to learn to travel by using mapped out routes, I wanted to keep my sense of freedom and go where I wanted to, when I wanted to do so. 

Confidence in me as a blind person was what I was looking for as a student, not simply alternative skills. To be sincere, alternative skills as  typical as formatting a document on MS word to   hobby based skills like lighting and using a barbeque grill non-sighted, safely and deliciously, can be learned and taught from a textbook. 

What really makes the difference in learning these skills is the confidence which comes from having instructors who are able to understand blindness as a characteristic and not as a debilitating illness, classes which stretch the student’s ability to  problem solve and not simply follow instructions, and the high expectations which are placed on students and the same high expectation which students then place on their instructors: If I, a blind person,  am to learn skills, techniques and a positive outlook  on blindness, then you the instructor must be able to practice what you teach. This is one of the main reasons why I chose to attend and later work in a center which had such an intense and different philosophy of blindness at its core

This Philosophy is crucial in the training center environment. In light of the successful and fulfilling lives which many blind people live, the general public still holds the notion that blindness is tragedy, and the loss of eyesight is equal to the loss of ability. Such beliefs are often held not only by those who are sighted, but often those who are blind as well. For there to be a successful training environment in a center to be present, and for students and staff in that center to not fall prey to the misconceptions which the general public holds, it is extremely important that a positive philosophy is needed to maintain a focus on blindness which is healthy, realistic and respectable.

The center is there to show individuals how to teach themselves to get through those small obstacles in life with  confidence and competence so that when those larger than life barriers make themselves present, success in navigating through them will not be attached to how much or how little one can see.

These believes and these needs for an outlook on blindness which spoke to me as being realistic, and not based on stereotypes, are what led me to be dropped off about five and a half miles away from the training center that hot July morning with no other way to return but by the hope that a cruel joke had not been played on me, that I was somewhere near public transportation, and I would be able to complete my commencement drop and training as a staff member of NCBVI.  

It would be lovely to write that with the keen instincts which I had honed first in Louisiana, and now in Lincoln, I immediately found a bus stop, climbed inside the air conditioned vehicle and was back at the training center within the hour. But as I’ve written, the center’s approach is healthy, realistic and respectable, and sometimes that means that you will be given wrong directions on where to catch the bus by people who work for the bus company, that you will have to stop at Dairy Queen for an unexpected but quite welcome lunch, and then trek through a couple of huge parking lots for an hour and a half in order to find your destination, your bus, and finally make it back to work.  

The life of a center student is reflective of life outside of the center. There will be days when everything goes right, and there will also be times when patience, determination, the belief in your ability to problem-solve and a cool bottle of water to occasionally sip from will get you through those not so wonderful days. 

Finding My Identity as a Blind Person

Conchita Hernandez

I have recently graduated from the Nebraska Center for the Blind and visually impaired as a staff member. It has been a journey to say the least. This is the second time that I go through the center, as I went through about two years ago for the full nine months of my own personal training. 

My first experience going through the center as a student left me with many valuable tools for my own personal use of non-visual techniques. I was still getting used to the alternatives of blindness and trying to come up with what blindness meant for me. I was trying to find my identity as a blind person and seek a path for my life that had meaning and value. I believe that a person cannot be totally complete or happy unless they understand and accept their identities. That is what the center helped me to do, accept my identity of being blind. Not seeing it as a barrier, but rather as a part of me that forms who I am and understanding that it does not keep me from success, but rather can help me better understand my journey. 

Once I left the center I went to graduate school and decided to pursue a degree to be a teacher of blind students. Being out in school and using blindness skills and techniques for the first time in my life had changed the way I did things. It also gave me a real life experience with using blindness skills on a practical level outside of the center. I no longer relied on the theoretical reasons that we learned about at the center as to what a blind person was and meant, but rather I was able to come up with my own identity and what it all meant to me. 

At the end of my schooling I learned of an opportunity at the Commission to work as a rehabilitation counselor. I applied for the job and landed the part. I knew that as a new staff member I would have to go through four months of center training. 

I have gone from being a student and seeing how things were done, to being a staff in training and seeing things from the side of the instructors. Training went from learning skills for my own personal use, to learning how to teach the skills to others. In the beginning I had to adjust to using the sleep shades again as it had been a while since my prior training. I also had to catch up on some of the skills that I had not been using. 

I think that one of the most valuable lessons that I have taken away from my time at the center as a staff member is all of the energy and effort that the staff gives in making the experience of all students valuable. They strive to make sure that they provide the best service possible and try to find ways to improve the method in which they teach. 

As a staff member I think that I strive to help my clients achieve a sense of what blindness can mean. It can seem overwhelming at first, but once we start to see blindness as an identity, we can truly come to accept it and move forward. Move forward not seeing our successes as an exception to our blindness, but rather our blindness as a reason to our success. 

Full Circle: A journey from Home and Back Again

Wes Majerus

When someone leaves a place, embarks on a journey, and comes back again, it is said that they have come full circle. Yes, a circle has been inscribed geographically and physically, but has it really? Is the person the same person that left the original place when they return? How have the experiences they have had during the inscription of the circle impacted various facets of their lives? Do these experiences cause a person to react differently to situations they may face? I say yes.

My first memories of the Nebraska Commission for the Blind are the receiving of my first cane. It happened during Easter Vacation of 1987 when I was a kindergartner. I remember at first not wanting to use the cane or take it with me, and being scared of the independence having the cane meant. As time passed, though, I grew to relish independence and freedom. One step on that path was attending WAGES for two years both in 1997 and 1998. WAGES allowed me to see what it was like to live on my own, and to be in a place where I could make choices about my own life and activities that I wanted to partake in. I also gained experiences through programs like WinnerFest, college workshops, and other Commission seminars.

In the summer of 2000, I attended the Nebraska Center for the Blind. This training expanded upon WAGES because it allowed me to live on my own for the first time in my own apartment. I also learned the skills of blindness and was able to experience downtown Lincoln before attending college at UNL that fall.

The Commission also helped me not only through the funding of my college education, but also by assisting me in my job search. In 2003, my Commission counselor helped me to obtain an on-the-job training as an accessibility test technician with the State of Nebraska. This experience led me to solidify my desire to work with Information Technology and accessibility. It also gave me the opportunity to understand how jobs in the IT field are carried out, how programs and services are developed and tested, and how accessibility testing must fit within the overall structure of software procurement and development.

In 2008, the inscription of my full circle began. I was offered a job as an Access Technology Specialist with the National Federation of the Blind Jernigan Institute in Baltimore, MD. This position used the skills I had been building in Nebraska, and added to them with considerable depth and variety of tasks to complete. In addition, the work in Baltimore involved a greater understanding of access technology hardware and software solutions, their features, and their strengths and weaknesses. I continued to learn and grow through that position, and networked with a variety of manufacturers, access technology vendors, and experts in the technology field.

In 2011, I decided to move on from the Jernigan Institute in order to be closer to friends and family in the Midwest. To that end, I took employment in Denver with the Colorado Center for the Blind. This position was a technology instructor position, but also had an Information Technology Component because we as technology instructors also ensured that the building's network and technology infrastructure operated as it should. Many of the skills I had been building since 2003 still applied to the technology instruction because I needed to understand how programs worked so that I could convey their operation to students. In addition, there was still some need for consulting with employers, technology developers, and students in the field of information technology who wanted to design products for the blind to use. In addition, I learned a great deal about mainstream information Technology in Colorado. This centered a great deal on server technologies, building intranets, and the creation and administration of user accounts and email boxes.

Through all of this learning and travel, I still felt that there was something missing. I had been born and raised in Nebraska, and my family was still there. Lincoln held many memories for me as well. When I heard that a Technology management position had opened in Nebraska, I felt that this would be an opportunity to give back to those who had helped me to grow in the first place, and to be closer to family and friends I had known before.

Now that I have come full circle, it is time to give back to the organization that got me started in this career field nearly ten years ago. I hope to use the knowledge and experiences I have gained to make the lives of blind Nebraskans better through technology. I also hope to work with and alongside the other members of my technology team to educate employers about the capabilities of the blind. I also want to ensure that the clients have the technology they need to achieve their goals and that the Commission staff has the software and infrastructure they need to do their jobs effectively.

I have learned a lot from the training that I have been a part of over the past four months. It has been interesting having the opportunity to teach travel and Braille, experiences I have not had before this training. I have also met some new friends and learned from the other clients who were in training with me. Having been both an instructor and a trainee has provided some perspectives on how clients learn and on the unique needs of each client as they are being instructed. I also had the opportunity to review skills I had learned previously in shop class and home management, and to put them to use in large-scale projects. Technology class gave me the opportunity to experiment with an iPad, learn to use Braille displays that I had not worked with previously, and to look at software that the Commission uses on a daily basis.

I would like to thank the staff and instructors of the Nebraska Center for the Blind who have assisted me during this training. I look forward to working alongside you as we continue to improve the lives of the blind of Nebraska.

Please e-mail articles or suggestions to – fatos.floyd@nebraska.gov   Remember to visit us online at the following social networks:  For Face book users, join our page by searching for Nebraska Center for the Blind and click on our fan page. This page is updated frequently about the events occurring at the Nebraska Center for the Blind. For Twitter users, just search for Nebraska Center and our page will also appear. Add us as a tweeter and we can stay in contact. So please join us online to learn about the many fun and exciting events occurring at the Nebraska Center for the Blind and for us to learn more about what blind individuals are doing in their everyday lives!!!!!
This newsletter is courtesy of: 
 NEBRASKA CENTER FOR THE BLIND
4600 Valley Road Suite 100 
Lincoln, Nebraska 68510 
Phone (402) 471-2891
 



Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired has been approved by the National Blindness Professional Certification Board (NBPCB). This approval is granted only to those agencies that meet strict standards for high quality services, uphold a positive philosophy of blindness and high expectations, adhere to Structured Discovery instructional methodologies, and are dedicated to assuring genuine Informed Choice for all consumers.
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