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LEGISLATIVE AGENDA OF BLIND MISSOURIANS

PRESENTED TO

THE SECOND SESSION of the NINETY-SEVENTH GENERAL ASSEMBLY
From: The National Federation of the Blind of Missouri

Date: February 10 & 11, 2014

The National Federation of the Blind of Missouri appreciates the opportunity to work with members of our Missouri General Assembly to collaborate and recommend solutions to meet the needs of blind citizens. We are committed to increasing opportunity for blind and visually impaired individuals and are pleased to be a resource to you when legislation affecting the blind is before the legislature or when you may need information about programs and services to answer constituent inquiries.
The National Federation of the Blind is a membership organization of and for the blind. As a grassroots organization we are blind people speaking on behalf of blind people. We come together on the local, state, and national level to address issues of importance to our fellow blind citizens and the community we live in. We promote programs that encourage self-determination, independence, and equality of opportunity. 
PROVIDING A TOOL FOR
THE ACCURATE ASSESSMENT OF READING FOR THE BLIND
What you are doing now is second nature; you are reading, and the skill is considered so essential that your formal instruction began at six and informal instruction before that. Changing shapes into letters, words, and deriving meaning from them is critical to what you do, so the desirability of learning to read efficiently has never been a question in your education. Not so if one is blind. The equivalent of print for the sighted is Braille for the blind, and this is recognized in the education laws of Missouri in RSMo 167.225. Though the law says that no blind person shall be denied instruction in Braille, it does allow school districts to conduct evaluations to determine whether print or Braille is the most appropriate method for reading and writing for a given student. It is telling that the first action taken by the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education following the passage of SB 740 was to develop boilerplate language school districts could use to say that they had considered Braille as the primary learning media and had concluded print would be more appropriate. Far too often print is determined to be the most appropriate reading medium because the process used in making evaluations is flawed and because the strong preference of teachers and school administrators is to teach what they know and use the resources easily available to them.
The consequences for blind students are devastating. Blind people who can see enough to read some print require that it be enlarged. In the early grades this is how it is presented, but when learning to read is replaced by reading to learn, the print gets smaller and the amount of it that one must read gets larger.
It is common practice for students with visual impairments to hold reading materials very close to their faces, and/or to hunch their bodies over the materials when reading. In addition to the posture and other health concerns these reading positions raise, years of field practice and experience have demonstrated that youth who read print materials at very close distances suffer eye strain, headache, neck and back pain, fatigue, and diminished concentration, reading speed, and comprehension. Consequently, any valid assessment should ensure that children are evaluated when sitting up straight and with materials held or placed at standardized distances.
We must modify Missouri's statutes so that Section 167.225 mandates the use of the National Reading Media Assessment. Our state must have a clear standard to use in determining who will be taught print and who will be taught Braille. Bringing blind people into the workforce demands this change, and we urge the Missouri General Assembly to embrace literacy for the blind with the same vigor that our society embraces literacy for the sighted.

ACCESSIBLE VOTING IN ALL ELECTIONS
The Help America Vote Act (HAVA) recognizes the right of the blind to vote privately and independently by requiring nonvisual access for the blind through the use of accessible voting systems in all federal elections. Electronic voting technologies, designed and properly configured with nonvisual access, provide blind voters with the ability to cast their votes privately and independently and to verify, without sighted assistance, that their ballots accurately reflect their voting choices. Electronic voting systems were certified and purchased, and each polling place has at least one accessible voting machine. All certified machines in Missouri provide a paper trail.
Many of us felt a new sense of pride when, just a few years ago, we cast the first independent and truly secret ballot of our lives. Unfortunately, these machines are not offered to voters unless federal races are also occurring. This may vary from state to state and in Missouri from one area of the state to another, since Election Boards throughout the state govern the elections in their area.
On behalf of the blind and disabled, the National Federation of the Blind asks state officials to pass legislation that would require that accessible voting machines, which are already available, be used in all state and local elections in Missouri. We take our responsibilities to our community, state, and nation seriously and believe that equal rights, including the right to a secret ballot, should apply to voting in all elections. Please help pass HB 1278 and help disabled voters to have the same rights in every election as you have. 

BLIND PENSION REQUIREMENT FOR PERIODIC EYE EXAMINATIONS
Currently, under RSMo 209.040, all recipients of Blind Pension are required to have an eye examination every five years. Among those required to have the examinations are persons having little or no usable vision including those with prosthetic eyes. These exams are paid for entirely out of state funds because there is no federal match for this program. 
While it is reasonable to require a vision examination for those whose vision may change or barely meet eligibility requirements, it is a waste of limited state resources to fund these exams for persons with permanent eye conditions that result in them having only light perception or no vision at all. We are asking the legislature to add a sentence to RSMo 209.040 providing a waiver of the periodic vision re-examination for those persons who are deemed by a physician skilled in diseases of the eye to have no usable vision, thus saving the state treasury an unnecessary expenditure. 

RAILROADS AND RESPONSIBILITY

By Tom Stevens

Sitting on the floor in the hallway of the newly occupied state office building in Kansas City as we waited for Missouri’s Governor Teasdale, was not my favorite occupation. Sitting beside me was Gary Wunder (and his dog guide Eli). We were sitting on the floor because they had not yet completed moving furniture into this newly occupied building. Governor Teasdale was scheduled to sign the Model White Cane Law, into law and did so as his first action that morning. 
I reflected on how I got there. I had met Gary in the hallway of the main library on the University of Missouri Columbia campus. He was working there and I was a newly arrived student. In getting acquainted, he mentioned that several blind students were meeting that very evening (November 1974) and he urged me to attend. I consented. 

He opened the meeting of this newly formed chapter of the National Federation of the Blind of Missouri in startling fashion. He announced that he was transferring to another school to continue his study in electronics. He announced that he was resigning as president and he moved that newly introduced Tom Stevens be elected as president. There was a second from someone and he intoned “all in favor say I.” He then announced the vote was unanimous and asked if I would accept. Stunned, I did. I realized I had just been subjected to as smooth a “railroading” as I had ever received. 

I learned from the State President, John Dower that other chapters had worked on the Model White Cane law for eight years. I also learned two months later that John wanted our Columbia Chapter to host the annual state convention! Talk about moving fast! 

In succeeding years, we have managed to effectively inform our legislators toward the passage of several important initiatives. None of those took the same effort as the Model White Cane Law. We were able to make our cases in a very persuasive manor. A couple of those follow. 

We as blind persons were unable to have identification cards because we did not drive and therefor did not need one as drivers. We had found several other examples of need and I had again found myself waiting in a hallway in the State Capitol. The chairman of the House Rules Committee, Representative Joe Holt and his committee, decided that they would support one of two initiatives, an ID bill or one on fraudulent portrayal of blindness. Gary’s representative, Gene Lang of Warrensburg, came out of their meeting room and asked me which one. I responded the first. The bill passed. I later received a note from my sister thanking me for its passage. An avowed non-driver, she had never before had an ID card. 

The next year, we concentrated on the fraudulent portrayal bill and I give credit to Gene Coulter for bringing the need to our attention; it also passed. 

We had tried hard to gain a separate agency and library. No soap. Several years later, we learned that a Teacher of Visually Impaired Certification Program was being discontinued by a Missouri college. We began work on getting it restarted. Several “you can’t do that” comments surfaced, but we found an advocate in State Senator Harold Caskey of Butler, Missouri.  He had strongly supported education of the blind and the task of getting this approach restarted had been given to the principal of Missouri School for the Blind, but it appeared to be dead in the water. We arranged a meeting with Senator Caskey and several of us crowded into his tiny office, including Rita Lynch, Susan Ford, Dr. Patricia Morrow, Sheila Wright and myself. Senator Caskey expressed surprise and dismay. He knew that this principal was in the building and firmly gave orders to his aide that she was to REPORT to Senator Caskey immediately. She did so, stumbling through excuses. Senator Caskey gave her a very, very firm direction – get it done. That is the basis for the Masters, which is currently being taught at Missouri State University. 

To say that we were appreciative to Senator Caskey is an understatement. We later gathered to present to him an NFBMO resolution of commendation for his support. In presenting it, we ask Mrs. Caskey to read it, but she became so emotional at the meaning to them (the Caskeys) that she was unable to complete its reading; the aide finished the reading. 

The meaning of our efforts to inform legislators on our needs is only briefly outlined here. The Little Randolph – Sheppard Act and several others have followed. These are “best efforts” on our part for the blind of Missouri. Keep in mind that we are NOT lobbyists and that word is to be avoided. It is also true that much remains to be done. Personal contact, phone calls, letters, emails, plus our handouts are keys to our progress. The responsibility is as true for federal activity as for state and city. If you find yourself being railroaded, keep in mind that it may be for the best. 

Attitudes and Expectations in Education
By Julie McGinnity
We are amazing. That's what they say. When we walk into their classrooms, they look at our Braille, the talking technology, and the canes and dogs we use to navigate the world, and they are in awe. "How can you do that?" "You are an inspiration." These statements become familiar songs in the soundtracks of our lives.  
Some of them ask questions, and many of them make promises to accommodate. The world of education seems to be a place of endless possibility. We are positive that learning will occur, and it does; but at what cost?  

Many of those professors who promised to send documents to us, keep us aware of projects and activities in the classroom, and prepare materials ahead of time are beginning to display their humanity by forgetting and allowing themselves to leave us out. We do not blame them, and we shouldn't. Many of them genuinely want to accommodate, but do they understand what it's like to be unable to participate? Have they ever been there? Have they felt that wave of dread when a new activity is announced? No they haven't, and I sincerely hope they never will.  

It is a matter of course for us to think on our feet, determine how a new activity can be made accessible, and have the confidence to implement our ideas in the spur of the moment. We have to be clever enough to anticipate, use our memories and listening skills to glean bits of the print documents that the other students have in their hands, and in many cases learn quickly enough to compete with the class. But let's step outside of this mindset for a minute. What would happen if we didn't have to do all these things? Perhaps it may seem unrealistic, but what if the teachers truly wanted us to learn, to be a part of each activity, and took the necessary steps to make this happen?  

I think we would be confused. We wouldn't know what to do with ourselves. We would simply concentrate on earning our education. Our expectations would finally be the same as our colleagues, and we would struggle because we are conditioned to expect challenges in the learning environment. This is greater than the idea that teachers who do not accommodate or treat us like other students have lower expectations. It is the notion that each of us has to work harder to successfully accomplish our educational goals. It is that double standard by which we operate as blind people, and it hurts us, like a disease that robs us of our strength.  

It begins with that fateful contradiction disguised as a complement: "You are amazing." Once that idea has been put into our heads, we are condemned to that belief and set apart from the others. Many of us either feel like we need to live up to this standard, or we feel as though we need to succeed in spite of it. This does not mean that we do not have to work harder than our peers in some situations, but it does mean that we grow accustomed to resistance, reactions, and even refusal. To think that the blind children today may grow up with these complicated standards should push us to educate more; but more importantly perhaps, we need to tell our stories, speak up and be unafraid of those who may resist us.  

Should it be ok for blind students to be without Braille or materials in the classroom simply because we managed it? Why are they allowing us into schools and universities for the sole purpose of sitting on the sidelines or playing second chair to our colleagues? I ask you: what is the point?  

The point is that we need to reevaluate how we treat blindness in education. It is easy to say that classrooms need to be accessible and instructors need to treat their disabled students as equals. The truth is more difficult to swallow. Many teachers have different expectations of blind students that stem from their attitudes about blindness and people with disabilities. 


We come full circle then. If this is the problem, it truly is our job to educate our educators as we seek to learn ourselves. Yes, we really do get used to teaching the ones who will be teaching us, but I wonder if this reality is a benefit to us in our endeavors as students.  Can we truly learn at our best if we are constantly living in a world of caution and uncertainty due to the multitude of differing attitudes we find throughout our educational journeys?  

I am not here to convince you that the educational world is hopeless.  There are teachers out there who understand--whole groups of them in fact. They can be found, and this realization, more than anything else, gives me hope. We need to find those who see potential rather than inspiration so that we can finally be on an equal footing with our peers.  

These questions are familiar, but where are the solutions to the problems outlined above?  I do not know the answers.  Perhaps there is no single path in navigating the road to education as a blind person, but we should network, strategize, and improve the maps as we continue to find equality in the classroom.
A Missing Smile in Our Midst
By: Shelia Wright

Note: I have known Sam Parker for approximately twenty-five years. I first met him on a baseball field when we played on a beep baseball team together in Kansas City.  It's been long enough that I no longer recall the name of the team but I have no problem at all remembering getting to know my friend, Sam Parker. Sam always was a source of encouragement for me. He had a way of making me feel special. I consider him one of those "Forever Friends” I've been blessed to know. I suspect, though many of you did not know him as long, that you too will miss his smile among our Federation ranks. 

Saturday, January 18, 2014, was a sad day for the Kansas City Chapter and our Missouri Affiliate of the National Federation of the Blind. As our meeting was in progress at the Westport Branch Library, we received shocking news that our dear friend and colleague, Sam Parker had passed away. We had learned of his hospitalization less than two weeks before due to pneumonia. Despite complications, it’s hard to comprehend how a dear friend can slip away so quickly and so harshly in a time with so many medical advances. As we departed the library that day, our hugs were a little tighter.  

Sam was an active member in the Kansas City Chapter. He was enthusiastic, generous, and his signature was his smile. He had a way of making people feel special. Sam did much of his work behind the scenes. Perhaps you met him at a chapter meeting or event or at a recent state or national convention. He was generally one of the lead pack at our annual Kansas City Walk. 

For almost two years, Sam has served as President of our Missouri Association of Blind Merchants Division. This division of the National Federation of the Blind of Missouri reaches out to individuals who are in business for themselves. This could be members who are managers under the Randolph Sheppard Program, individuals who own and operate their own small business, those that work in a business management setting, or those that have a dream of doing so one day. Sam was good at reaching out to everyone and wanted to see this division grow. In the past nine months, members have been joined together to share ideas and learn about new opportunities via monthly conference calls. The division has a real opportunity to make a difference in the lives of blind Missourians. Sam Parker will be missed as its leader and we look forward to seeing who will step up to fill his shoes. The Missouri Association of Blind Merchants Division will meet at the National Federation of the Blind of Missouri's Annual State Convention on Friday, March 28, 2014. Let's come together to continue the work of the division and honor our friend by making this division stronger than it has ever been. 

Guide Dog Users Division Report
By Erin Magoon
The Guide Dog User Division is very excited about what we have been doing lately. We have been meeting regularly and have quite a bit to tell you about.

The Missouri Division of Guide Dog Users passed a revised Constitution and had elections at last year’s state convention.  The following people were elected to the board: President, Julie McGinnity;  Vice President, Debbie Wunder; Secretary, Debbie Eifler; Treasurer, Kenny Gatteys; and board members, Stephanie McDowell and Gail Lundberg.
We did an informational day in Columbia in September at a pet store. For this event, Gail Lundberg's daughter drew some pictures of puppies, guide dogs in harness and a variety of other pictures which we compiled into coloring books.  The coloring books are very cute and informative. We are selling them for a donation.

Over the next couple of months, we had three of our members get new guide dogs and two other members are waiting to go get their new guide dog. This is a very emotional time for us individually and as a group.  We are both excited and sad as we transition from one dog/or cane, to a new four legged companion.  For most of us, the overwhelming emotion is excitement.  Call it happiness with a tear.

 Kenny resigned as our treasurer at the beginning of the year and we are sorry to see him resign, but we welcome Gail Lundberg with open arms.  Since Gail became treasurer we elected Erin Magoon as a board member and welcome her to the board.
We are investigating the idea of having another Informational and Educational Seminar this year like we did in October of 2012 in St. Louis.
We will be offering our coloring books for a donation at this year’s state convention and selling our adorable bandannas for $4. They are yellow with paw prints on them, and in blue lettering it says "Missouri Association of Guide Dog Users".  We are also seriously thinking about branching out into homemade healthy dog treats. Erin Magoon made some and brought them to the board meeting in January. Those dog treats were made out of chicken, cheese and bacon. However, we can make them out of many kinds of ingredients and are thinking about taking orders.

If you are interested in learning more about our division then please either look for our meeting time at the State Convention or join us for our monthly meeting via conference call. Our Division meets the first Monday of every month at 8:00 PM and the phone number is (712) 432-0180,  access code: 4168026.
Chris Tisdal
By Carol Coulter
     Chris Tisdal may have been born in Northeast Arkansas, but he grew up in St. Louis. Missouri as well. During his childhood he bounced between Arkansas and Missouri so much that now days he just claims to be a MOARK.  Chris is now living in St. Louis, where he has resided for the last 21 years and is happier than he ever was in Arkansas.

     He was born to parents who were Arkansans and factory workers.  His parents may have only completed school up to the eighth grade, however Chris was the first of 5 living children to graduate high school and later attend the University of Missouri in St. Louis where he achieved his Bachelor Degree in Social Work. School always seemed a little hard for Chris because he started wearing glasses when he was about two and a half years old.  They had very thick lenses. He was eleven when he was finally diagnosed with hereditary glaucoma. It was in his junior year of high school, that Chris would lose sight in his left eye due to a detached retina.  Not letting it stand in his way Chris still graduated on time.  

Chris’s first job was with the school district which he graduated from.  Having worked after school for the high school, he was asked about six months after graduating to take a supposedly temporary job that lasted for eight years.  That is when he returned back to St. Louis. 

     Helping others has been a passion of Chris’s for as long as he can remember.  That is why, when he joined the NFB for the second time, he has just concentrated on working on the issues and trying to be a great helper for those who might ask for his help.  “I enjoy the opportunity to be the President of the Lewis and Clark Chapter as well as a board member on the state affiliate board,” Chris said. 

I have enjoyed getting to know Chris better over the last few years. He is very kind and helpful to people he meets and loves giving me a hard time. Chris has proven to be a great friend and asset to our Missouri Affiliate.   

Editor’s note: The following is reprinted with the kind permission of MIZZOUDIVERSITY STORIES

MIZZOUDIVERSITY STORIES

Just Julie

Story and photos by Mitch Ryals, RyalsM@missouri.edu
March 3, 2014 

 “Oh my gosh if you say ‘say’ instead of ‘suh’ one more time I’m going to scream,” says Professor Ann Harrell from the piano bench in her office. 

“It’s pronounced ‘suh’?” Julie McGinnity asks, smiling. 

“Yes. Try again.” 

McGinnity, 23, runs her fingers over a white music sheet, and Harrell begins playing from where she left off. McGinnity had been pronouncing the French word “se” incorrectly. This time, she gets it right.

About five feet two inches tall with blond-ash hair that hangs past her waist in a ponytail, the soprano is neither soft-spoken nor tender footed. Rather, she walks and talks with poise and self-confidence.

Harrell coached McGinnity during the 2013 fall semester to prepare six songs for a jury performance — the final grade for a voice lesson class, a requirement for a master’s in vocal performance.

Harrell continues to play the bare bones melody of Air Champetre, one of the songs from Air Chantes by Francis Poulenc, at a slower pace than the composer intended. It’s a tough one, McGinnity admits, especially when you don’t speak French. With Harrell’s direction McGinnity pronounces the word correctly, but the song isn’t quite performance ready yet. At her final performance during finals week last December, the jury graded her based on musical accuracy, physical performance such as posture, tone quality and pronunciation of the language being sung.

Professor Harrell is no nonsense. When McGinnity tilts her chin back and scrunches her shoulders up toward her neck while she sings, Harrell firmly reminds her to relax. When McGinnity overuses the muscles in her stomach, the muscles that control her breath, Harrell sighs.

“Breathe with an open throat. Relax your tongue,” she says. She places her hand on McGinnity’s stomach while she sings to remind her. Sustain your breath. Breathe for the phrase, she tells McGinnity. Tension is bad. Singing should be effortless, or at least appear effortless. 

Professor Harrell is honest in her critiques and blunt in her delivery of them. That’s important to McGinnity. She doesn't want her vision loss to determine how she's treated. To someone without vision impairment, any loss of sight might seem an impossible hurdle. Simple tasks such as crossing the street, preparing dinner and doing homework are unfathomable without fully functioning eyes. McGinnity is used to this notion. She was born with glaucoma, a genetic disease that causes pressure and swelling in the eyes and can limit vision along a continuum of a little to completely. McGinnity has some vision in her right eye but none in her left. She can see colors and faces if they’re close enough but can’t really make out facial features. Bright light helps, too.

In addition to graduate classes, homework and her job at the Adaptive Computing and Technology Center, McGinnity sings periodically at Bethel Church and holds so many positions with the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) that her email signature spans nine lines (including one Bible verse). NFB, the largest and oldest blind membership organization, advocates for the civil rights of blind Americans and works to develop educational tools and programs to help the blind and those with limited vision become successful.

In mid-February, she and other NFB members traveled to Jefferson City, Mo. to present a legislative agenda that, among other changes, would amend the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) to require voting locations to provide nonvisual accessible voting booths at federal, state and local elections. Currently, HAVA only provides nonvisual accessible voting booths at federal elections. Her overall goal in working with the NFB is to erase ignorance and oppression of the blind.

At a crosswalk, for example, she might feel the tug of an unexpected arm against her own. “It’s one thing to ask because I can always say no,” she says. “But when a stranger pulls me across the street without asking first, that’s not OK.”

After she earned her undergraduate degree, an article about her academic achievements (magna cum laude and degrees in vocal performance and German just to name a few) framed them (and her) as “extraordinary” because of her blindness.

“Everyone who knows me probably just read it and shook their heads,” McGinnity says. “Because like, I’m not amazing. I just do my homework and go to class and hang out with my friends.”

One of the most upsetting examples of discrimination she encountered, though, happened before her undergraduate graduation from a different university. Every year, the big performance for vocal performance majors is an opera scene. Her freshman through junior years, McGinnity was given a part in the chorus or other minor parts, which was disappointing but understandable. She was just learning to read Braille music, and her stage experience wasn’t great. Senior year, the students performed a scene from a Russian opera called Iolanta by Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky. McGinnity was elated to be cast as the title character until she got home. Iolanta is a blind princess who is unaware of her blindness through out most of the opera.

When she asked why she was typecast, a professor said it was necessary to cast her as Iolanta because they didn’t have time to work with her, and they wanted to put on a good performance for the university. McGinnity felt as though she didn’t belong in the world of vocal performance, couldn’t pursue her dream lest her blindness be accommodated for. Nevertheless, the performance went smoothly, and McGinnity used the experience as a reminder of why her work with the NFB is so important.

Brie, a 7 ½ year old, yellow labrador retriever, has served as McGinnity's guide dog for over 5 ½ years.

As the voice lesson continues in Harrell’s office, Brie promptly plops herself down in the middle of the room and falls asleep with her head resting on McGinnity’s feet as she sings. She starts to snore. Brie (like the cheese) has been McGinnity’s guide dog since she was a senior at Lindbergh High School in St. Louis five and a half years ago. Now she’s entering her second semester as a master’s student studying vocal performance. 

After the lesson, McGinnity and Brie head for the Fine Arts Annex. She has some questions about an upcoming music theory assignment. 

As she steps out of Harrell’s office, she taps the middle of her iPhone twice. It reads her a comment a friend left on her Facebook status. She taps it again, and it tells her the time. 

“Good, I’m not late,” she says. 

“To the stairs, please.” No one moves. “Brie, to the stairs,” she says. Brie obeys somewhat begrudgingly and stops at the top of three flights of stairs. McGinnity stops, too. 

“Forward, please.” Brie moves slowly down the stairs with McGinnity. They go through the same routine at the top of each flight, though the two have been together so long, like an old married couple, commands aren’t entirely necessary. 

Brie is now 7 ½ years old, and she’s been guiding McGinnity for almost six. Recently, her guiding has been slipping. Her pace has slowed down considerably; she’s often tired and sometimes needs to be told twice. 

“She’s a diva,” McGinnity says fittingly of a dog that sometimes accompanies her on stage. As the duo leave the Fine Arts Building to get to the Fine Arts Annex by way of Hitt Street, Brie pulls them both left to a stone wall outside. 

“I used to sit here and eat lunch sometimes when it was warm,” McGinnity says. Whenever they pass it, she wants to sit down — another sign she’s nearing the end of her career. McGinnity pulls Brie toward the crosswalk, and Brie obliges. 

“Heel,” McGinnity commands with loving sternness. Heel means Brie is at her left side and facing the way she’s facing. Brie obeys. 

“To the curb,” she says. “Brieby, to the curb, please,” she repeats. Again, Brie obeys. Slowly she brings them both to where Lowry Mall’s red bricks meet the black pavement and stops. “Forward.” Once in the crosswalk, Brie picks up her normal meandering pace to a slight trot. McGinnity feels the harness pull and increases her pace as well. “Good girl, Brie,” she says. 

Safely across the street, Brie continues walking toward Memorial Union. “Left, left, leeeft,” McGinnity sings pulling Brie’s harness.   

Inside the Fine Arts Annex, she fires questions at her music theory professor, Dr. William Lackey. Again, Brie promptly falls asleep. Soon McGinnity realizes she’s missing some assigned reading material necessary for the upcoming final exam, which is unusual. “Mizzou is really good about getting me materials in Braille,” she says. “As long as I submit the request a week or so in advance.” McGinnity also has an embosser in her apartment, which is basically a Braille printer. 

When McGinnity was first accepted to MU, she contacted the Office of Disability Services
 right away to begin setting up a plan for getting access to her course materials. There are 28 students with a vision impairment enrolled in the 2014 spring semester. Each one meets with Disability Services to set up an individual plan for gaining access to course materials. 

Disability Services works closely with MU's Adaptive Computing Technology (ACT) Center
 to provide access for McGinnity and other students with vision impairments. The ACT Center does individual assessments with students to determine their needs for screen reading programs, text magnification software, larger monitors and any other adaptive needs a student might have. 

“It’s on a case-by-case basis,” says Cate Cooper, access advisor for Disability Services. Each student meets with the offices several times to make plans for access to course materials. But, she adds, the earlier the student contacts her the better. Sometimes it can take months to get materials transcribed and converted. 

Life without Brie

At the start of the 2014 spring semester, for the first time since high school, McGinnity is dogless. Brie’s slower pace meant it was finally time to retire after five and a half years. The biggest change to McGinnity’s life, though, is not navigating Columbia. It’s her routine. She no longer packs a Ziploc bag full of brown dog food and a bowl every morning for Brie’s lunch. Regular bathroom breaks outside are no longer necessary, and when she kicks a dog toy across the floor in her apartment the yellow dog that normally pounces on it isn’t there.

As she approaches the stairs, her cane runs into the bottom step. She then taps it on the second step to gauge the steepness.

Her trips to and from campus and between classes are a little quicker now, but she has to adjust to different cues. As she leaves her final class one frigid February afternoon, her cane taps against the tile floor and on each side of the door frame as she walks through. As she approaches the stairs, her cane runs into the bottom step. She then taps it on the second step to gauge the steepness. Outside, McGinnity scrapes her cane across the concrete sidewalk. It moves from just outside her left foot to just outside her right.

Crossing a street isn’t much different without Brie either. A common misconception is that guide dogs tell their owners when to cross. That’s incorrect.

“You have to know when to cross the street,” McGinnity says. “You cross with parallel traffic. The only difference is if there was a car turning in front of me, Brie would see it and slow down.”

Retirement looks good on Brie. She spends her days napping and chasing cats around McGinnity’s mom’s house in St. Louis. McGinnity calls about every other day to check on her, and in June she will travel to Yorktown Heights, N.Y. to train with a new dog. During the training, McGinnity and her new guide will navigate through rural, suburban and urban settings, including some time in New York City on subways and busy streets before returning to Columbia.

Until she trains with a new dog, McGinnity will use a cane to get around Columbia — a skill she hasn’t used regularly since high school. Connie Pack, COMS-Mobility Instructor for Rehabilitation Services for the Blind, helped her get used to the transition from dog cues to cane cues and identify landmarks that will her orient herself.

“Landmarks are objects or a configuration of objects that are fixed, identifiable visually, aurally or tactilely and unique to the area,” Pack says. “For example if a person with limited or no vision needs to locate a certain room (and knows it’s next to an elevator) he or she might be able to feel for the elevator with their long cane or hear the sounds of the doors opening and closing.”

If you were to ask McGinnity what she wants to do after school, she might sigh and groan a little bit. She knows she wants to educate the public and erase destructive stereotypes of blind people. She knows she wants to sing, and she knows she wants to teach at a university. Maybe she’ll get a Ph.D., go on a couple auditions, travel a little bit, but for now she’s happy being just Julie.

Common Questions

“How does Julie find a table in Bengal Lair? Does Brie know which ones are empty?” 
Julie has some sight in her right eye, so she can tell which tables are empty and which are occupied. Brie’s job is to steer her clear of obstacles and keep her safe. 

“How does she know what’s on the menu at Wheatstone Bistro?” 
When she first arrived at MU, she had a friend read it to her. In another situation, she would have looked the menu up online.

“How does she use computer if she’s blind?” 
Her computer has a screen reader called JAWS (job access with speech) installed on it. The program reads everything that’s on the screen to her. She’s never without her headphones. 

“Is Brie allowed everywhere on campus?” 
Yes. Brie is allowed everywhere Julie is allowed. For more information see an overview of the ADA guidelines service animals
, and MU’s policy on service animals
. 

“What if Brie poops inside?” 
McGinnity will clean it up. She’s done it before.

“Can I pet her?” 
Only if she’s off the harness. She’ll even roll over for you to scratch her belly. 

Guide Dog Training

“What commands are the dogs taught 
to obey?” 
Two kinds:

· Harness commands: forward means move straight forward. Right/left means move right or left. To the curb, to the door, to the stairs (called target commands, given while in the harness) tell the dog to walk toward a curb, door, stairs. Wait means stop momentarily and wait for another command. Steady means slow down. Hup/up is used when dog is in motion and the person wants to increase the speed. 

· Non-harness commands: sit, down, stay, heel, and come.
And a few other miscellaneous commands that include break (means at ease); close (while handler tapping inside of thigh, dog comes); when playing/retrieving: get it (go get ball); out (drop); and leave it (don’t pick it up).

“Why are dogs trained to walk on the left?” 
By walking on the left, they are able to see oncoming traffic.

“Can a dog guide more than one person at a time?”
Not usually. They’re trained to recognize one person. Adding more can confuse them. 

“How are dogs matched with their handler?”
It’s based on three criteria. 

· How much presence the handler needs to have to control the dog. So for example we wouldn’t give a dog with a lot of drive to an older person. 

· Pace and pull: a strong dog with a fast pace might be ideal for Julie but not for an older handler. 

· Environment the handler works in: Just getting around the house? Walks from home to a university campus and classes all day? 

Finally the trainers take chemistry between the handler and the dog into consideration. “It’s kind of like match.com for people and dogs,” says Graham Buck, Assistant Director of Training at Guiding Eyes for the Blind
.

“When do puppies start training?”
Formal training begins between 14 and 16 months. 

“Some dogs don’t make it through training. How is that decision made?”
Dogs are under constant evaluation during training. If at some point the dog shows signs of stress like being uncomfortable, doesn’t want to work or get in the harness, doesn’t want to lead out in the harness (which means pull slightly), then the dog could go to Guiding Eye’s sub-program called Heeling Autism
.

“What’s a typical career length for a guide dog?”
Eight to 10 years for most Labradors. 
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