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Editor’s Introduction

Finals are finished, Spring has sprung, and its time to do nothing but work on your summer tan. Just in time to start your summer reading schedule, NABS has the Spring 2012 Student Slate hot off the presses and ready for your enjoyment. 

In this issue, Anil Lewis has an update on our legislative issues, Justin Salisbury talks about his experience as a 2011 National scholarship winner, and President Sean Whalen talks about his own battle with the Law School Admission Council. Tony Olivero explains that, while attending college from your couch is an option, it may not be the picnic you imagined. Finally, George Wurtzel talks about his experiences as a blind skier. 

As always, if you have suggestions for articles, you can reach us at slate@nabslink.org. 
 

We hope you enjoy this issue of The Student Slate!

Making the Possible, Possible

by Anil Lewis

From the Editor: Anil Lewis, Director of Strategic Communications for the National Federation of the Blind, has a long history of advocating for the civil rights of blind Americans, first in his home state of Georgia, and now at a national level. Here is what he has to say about the Washington Seminar and our advocacy efforts.
Otto von Bismarck is quoted as saying, “Die Politik ist die Kunst des Möglichen,” which means, politics is the art of the possible. We in the Federation know what is possible when we work to address the real problem of blindness, which is the misunderstanding and lack of information that exist about the capacity of blind people. We recognize that given the proper training and opportunity, blindness can be reduced to a physical nuisance, and all blind people can reach their full potential. We also recognize the importance that politics plays in all of our lives. Unfortunately, when developing the laws and policies that affect every American, many of our public officials are not aware of what is possible for the blind. The members of the National Federation of the Blind have mastered the art of educating public officials about the true capacity of the blind. Every year, committed members of the NFB march on Washington to urge members of Congress to hear our demands for equality and to support the Legislative Agenda of blind Americans. 

The NFB Washington Seminar marks the transition between hard work that has come before and so much hard work yet to come. This year, the transition took place on February 6,at 5:00 PM, in an overflowed room for 500 people at the Holiday Inn Capitol just before the start of the Great Gathering In of the National Federation of the Blind. Prior to the gathering, members of the NFB participated in a variety of special interest meetings including, Blind Merchants, Blind Lawyers, Blindness Rehabilitation Professionals, Teachers of Blind students, and the National Association of Blind Students. There was training on legislative advocacy, education strategies, and instructional best practices. Everyone in attendance was working to be better informed and more knowledgeable so that they can be effective in their efforts to advocate for laws that positively affect their lives and the lives of other blind people. 

The policies of the National Federation of the Blind are developed during the NFB national convention. The members of the NFB meet every year and while in convention assembled, resolutions are discussed and passed by the membership. These resolutions become the policy statements of the Federation. Our 52 affiliates, over 700 chapters, various divisions and groups work to support the policies and develop the programs resulting from these policies. The Governmental Affairs team of the NFB works to draft legislative language that will be enacted into law to meet the objectives of those policies requiring legislative action. Three of these legislative issues develop into the Legislative Agenda of Blind Americans. 
The NFB’s three legislative initiatives for 2012 are:

•The Fair Wages for Workers with Disabilities Act of 2011 (H.R. 3086)

H.R. 3086 phases out Section 14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act, which allows employers to pay disabled workers subminimum wages. This bill will end this exploitative practice, giving disabled Americans equal protection under the law to earn at least the federal minimum wage.

•The Home Appliance Accessibility Act (HAAA) 

Despite the existence of nonvisual access technology, the overwhelming majority of home appliance manufacturers are selling touch-screen, flat panel, and digital home appliances that are completely inaccessible to the blind. HAAA calls for a study and minimum nonvisual access standard for essential home appliances to protect blind consumers from the growing digital divide that threatens our independence.

•The Americans with Disabilities Business Opportunity Act (ADBOA)

Section 8(a) of the Small Business Act allows businesses owned by socially disadvantaged groups to obtain federal contracts. Although two-thirds of Americans with disabilities are unemployed or underemployed, disabled people are currently not presumed to be socially disadvantaged. ADBOA amends Section 8(a) to add disabled Americans to the list of those who are able to obtain these federal contracts.

Our influence is in our numbers. This year’s NFB Washington Seminar, like many others before, had over 500 attendees from across the country. This core group of committed Federationists stepping up to the call for collective action toward fulfilling the policies of the NFB is a major demonstration of the true power of our organization. Members of Congress hear from actual voting constituents that have sacrificed time and money to travel from their districts to deliver a message of independence and full participation of the blind. 
We have found many legislative Champions that appreciate the sacrifice our members make to attend the seminar, and many come to share with us during the Great Gathering In. We were honored to have Congressman Cliff Stearns, sponsor of the Fair Wages legislation, offer comments on Monday night of the seminar. Congresswoman Cathy McMorris Rodgers, co-chair of the Bi-Partisan Disability Caucus, and Congressman Tim Bishop, lead co-sponsor of the Fair Wages legislation, addressed our members on Tuesday night. With their help, we are certain to accomplish our legislative goals.

Our past accomplishments are many and they result from our ability to work as an organized group of committed individuals. Over the years, members of the NFB have developed a legislative advocacy process that has a winning rhythm. From the convention setting policy, to the affiliates scheduling appointments, to the Governmental Affairs team coordinating support, to the Affiliate action staff providing training, to the Mercury room serving as the nerve center, the NFB Washington seminar has evolved into a legislative symphony of success. As a result of our organized efforts, Congress has enacted the Pedestrian Safety Enhancement Act, authorized the Treasury to mint the Louis Braille Commemorative Silver Dollar, appropriated funds for the NFB-NEWSLINE ® service, and much, much more. 
Our Strength is in our commitment. We came into the NFB Washington Seminar with 22 co-sponsors of the Fair Wages for Workers with disabilities Act (HR 3086), and draft language for both the Home Appliance Accessibility Act (HAA) and Americans with Disabilities Business Opportunity Act (ADBOA). Our members had over 500 meetings with members of Congress and we left D.C. with 44 co-sponsors of HR 3086, and potential sponsors for the HAA and the ADBOA. We remain committed and, on the momentum of the Washington Seminar, as of March 24 we have successfully obtained 61 co-sponsors of HR 3086, and we are currently looking for a sponsor for a Senate companion bill. We are ever closer to securing sponsors for HAA and ADBOA. 
However, close is not good enough, and we will not stop until we reach our goal. So the calls must continue; the letters must be written; the meetings must be organized; an if necessary, the protests must be conducted. There is no doubt that every day, Federationists across the country will be working on each of these legislative initiatives.

The NFB national conventions are where the policy issues are born, at the NFB Washington Seminar is where they mature, and in the day-to-day life of every Federationists is where they take hold. We have engaged in the art of the possible by participating in the NFB Washington Seminar. No other disability rights organization, and few other nondisability related organizations, moves a legislative agenda like the National Federation of the Blind. Now that our members are back home and we have established a momentum, the real work begins, and we will stay committed to making the possible, possible.
My Priceless Scholarship Experience

by Justin Salisbury
From the Editor: Justin Salisbury is a senior at Eastern Carolina University studying a major in mathematics and a minor in economics. He aspires to get his Ph.D. in economics and become a university professor. He is the president of the NC Association of Blind Students, and one of the members of the 2011 scholarship class. Here is what he has to say about his experiences as a winner.

Scholarships: $3,000--$12,000.

Experience: priceless.

For four years, I applied for the National Federation of the Blind scholarship program. For three years, I saw a list of winners that did not have my name on it. Finally, I did something right.

In the early years, I was hurt that a scholarship committee wouldn’t pick a blind, multiracial, first-generation college student with S.A.T. scores over 2100. Now, I understand why. I had to grow as a person, a blind person, and a Federationist before I was ready to be a national scholarship winner. 
In the early years, I carried scholarship committees on a climactic story of how I had the world in my hands, lost it with my vision, and still persevered to above-average achievements. It was easy to do because other scholarship committees rewarded it. I’m glad ours didn’t.

Now that my head was finally in a place where the sun does shine and my essay reflected it, I waited anxiously for the deadline for the announcement of winners. I was in the middle of a dinner date when my phone announced a call from our national office, and I met my primary mentor from the scholarship committee, Charlie Brown. He double-checked my eligibility and congratulated me on my selection. He made sure that I knew that I was required to attend the entire national convention; it would have taken a requirement to keep me away!

I received an email from my alumni mentor, whose name is Tara. She introduced herself and offered herself as a friend and resource throughout the convention whenever I should need one. I realized from her email that I had been a Federationist longer than she had, and I offered the same thing to her in return. 
I soon learned that I was one of three winners from Connecticut, and the other two were quite new to our Federation family. I assumed the duty of introducing them as well as I could. We all traveled to convention together and found ourselves on the same flight as our state president, treasurer, and one board member. It was a great opportunity for us to start off the week with a little Connecticut pep rally. 
We arrived into the lobby of an unsurprisingly enormous hotel filled with the sound of cane tips on marble like rain on a still pond, and I knew I was home again. It was only my second national convention, but I had already been hard-wired to love it. 
On the first night, the scholarship winners and committee gathered in a beautiful meeting room in the hotel. On the way into the meeting, I noticed members of the committee teasing each other and really having a grand old time. I had the opportunity to meet up with scholarship winners who I already knew from previous events and make new acquaintances. We all settled down and heard from Dr. Maurer and Patti Gregory-Chang, Scholarship Committee Chair. I could tell that the leaders of our Federation family were very proud to have us with them.

I set off to get dinner with my first Scholarship Committee Mentor, Charlie, and his wife. While he and I were waiting for his wife to join us, we talked about my future plans, and he offered me advice on how to pick the right graduate school. I was surprised to notice that Charlie didn’t always use his cane. I had previously thought that all Federation leaders always used their canes as a matter of principle. 
There was really nothing unusual about the dinner except how delicious the food was. They were just friendly people who wanted to get to know me and help me make the most of my week. Before we parted ways that night, Charlie was very clear with me that I was welcome to contact him for anything I wished, including after the convention. 
As a scholarship winner, my week was filled with a few speaking engagements, scholarship class gatherings, a breakfast with the scholarship committee, a gathering with scholarship alumni, and, of course, a little less than just enough sleep to function. My mentors for that week were Jim Antonacci, Garrick Scott, Bennett Prows, Sharon Maneki, and Gary Wunder. I could tell that my batch of committee mentors had been hand-picked so that they created a diverse subgroup. I got to know each of them for a day. One took me out to breakfast. Another bought me a beer. Two of them ate lunch with me. I sat with them in general sessions, and life was good.

Mentoring, on the whole, was a group effort. Certainly, I had an alumni mentor and a handful of committee mentors, but it takes a community to raise a child. I found that I learned just as much-if not more-from the people I met spontaneously as I did from the people who were assigned to meet me. 
During the day that Jim Antonacci was my mentor, he pushed me hard to think philosophically. I like that kind of thing, and he really made me dig deep. Later in the day, I opened up to him about my plan to step down from a leadership role that I was holding because I felt like I was doing too much work with too little support. Without missing a beat, he told me that doing all of the work oneself in any situation is not leadership, and he gave me a simple decision tree for what to do if certain situations arise. Thanks to him, I returned to that leadership position for another term, and I cherish it greatly.

Garrick Scott was definitely the most entertaining of my mentors, but I didn’t get to know him that well at convention. If I had let convention be it, I would have missed out on a great connection. I volunteered for a week at Youth Slam seven days after convention, and Garrick was my boss there. I had a medical emergency during Youth Slam, and I spent dinner time in the E.R. Garrick had a boxed dinner waiting for me when I returned. Working alongside him, I realized how much he cared about everyone on that campus and how many details he remembered from our lunch conversation at national convention.

Since the convention, I have stayed in touch with all of my mentors for one reason or another, and I cherish the backstage pass to hang out with the coolest people in the Federation. They really are mentors in the purest sense of the word. I know that I received a check and some phenomenal technology in the form of a gift, but my experience was priceless.

You, Me, and the LSAC: Fighting for a Fair Shot on the Law School Admission Test and Winning!

by Sean Whalen

From the Editor: Sean Whalen currently serves as the president of the National Association of Blind Students. Last October, after nearly a year and a half of working at it, he was finally allowed to take the LSAT using JAWS. Here is what he has to say about the experience of getting accommodations on the test:

Ever since Mrs. Regal, my first grade teacher, asked us to go around the room and say what we thought we might like to be when we each grew up, I have said that I want to be a lawyer. Of course, at age seven, that desire was probably driven more than anything else by the fact that my mom, due to my argumentative nature and tendency to want to know the reason for everything, suggested frequently that the law would be the profession for me. However, as I worked my way through first high school, and then political science and philosophy degrees at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, my interest in, and passion for, public policy, politics and the law continued to grow. Doing a brief stint as a governmental affairs intern at the NFB national headquarters in Baltimore, and my subsequent work as a lobbyist on education, health, and disability issues in Washington DC, served to solidify these interests and affirm for me that I want to spend my professional life as a lawyer, advocate, or policymaker, three professions in which a law degree is either required or, at the least, can come in very handy. So it was that I decided in the early spring of 2010 to start trudging down the road to law school.

The primary obstacle, aside perhaps from the hundreds of thousands of dollars in costs associated with a legal education, standing between anybody wishing to attend an ABA accredited law school and their actually being accepted and enrolling is the Law School Admission Test (LSAT), which is administered by the Law School Admission Council (LSAC). The LSAT is a standardized test designed to test critical thinking, logical reasoning and reading comprehension, skills supposed to be of value to lawyers. I have yet to meet anybody, myself included, who was not at least a little bit intimidated by the prospect of taking the LSAT. After all, your performance on this one test, taken over the course of a Saturday morning, plays a large role in determining what law schools one can expect to be accepted into and, equally importantly, what kind of merit-based financial aid one might be offered by interested schools. It is a stressful experience for everybody who goes through it, but, being nearly completely blind, I had to grapple with two additional issues in ensuring that I performed up to my potential on the test. The first was how to tackle the logic games section, on which students customarily draw diagrams to assist in answering the questions, and the second was to get the LSAC to grant me the accommodations I needed to compete on an even playing field with my fellow test takers.

The LSAT is comprised of three types of questions. There is one section focused on reading comprehension, where test takers are required to answer multiple choice questions analyzing the reasoning and method of argumentation in various passages taken from scholarly articles on a range of topics. The second type of questions are logical reasoning questions, where test takers are asked to respond to questions about short two or three sentence arguments. For example, one may be asked to identify a logical flaw in a given argument, or to choose which of a list of facts would strengthen or weaken a particular argument. It was clear to me that, using JAWS for Windows to read the test passages and questions, blindness would present no difficulties with this portion of the test. However, the logic games portion of the test required a little more thought. 

In the logic games section, test takers are presented with a task, such as putting a group of people in a sequential line, and then provided with a list of conditions that must apply to the task. For instance, Sue is next to Jason in line, Jason is not last in line, etc. Sighted students rely heavily on the creation of diagrams to represent the information they are given in a readily accessible format, however, obviously, the picture approach was not available to me. After considering numerous alternatives, such as using tactile objects to represent entities in the problems or using a braillewriter to try to create a tactile diagram, I stumbled upon a simple solution. I decided to experiment with using a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to put the entities in spatial relation to one another and create my own kind of “diagram.” After a little work, I found that I was dramatically improving my scores on practice logic games sections. I was sure that this was the way to go, but was unsure as to whether or not the LSAC would permit me to use this method. I had heard from multiple LSAT veterans that the LSAC was notoriously difficult about granting accommodations, especially those that were outside of the norm. I intended to take the test in October of 2010, so began working through the accommodations process in May of that year. Five months, I thought, should be ample time to check the requisite boxes and get set up to take the October test, however, it turns out that it wasn’t quite as easy as I had hoped. 

After registering with the LSAC, signing up for the October test, and providing documentation from an ophthalmologist indicating that I am in fact blind, I sat down to fill out the form to request the specific accommodations I was seeking on the test. I wasn’t surprised to see that the use of Microsoft Excel for logic games was not listed as an option, but I was surprised, and quite concerned, to see that the only listed options for alternative formats of the test were Braille and large print. Being one of the many blind students to be deprived of a complete and proper education by never having been taught to read Braille, and having achieved speeds of only 90 words per minute at my peak as an adult learner, the Braille test was not an option. And print, no matter how large, was surely not going to help. They offered the option of having a reader read the test aloud, but that was certainly not what I wanted to do. Many people are proficient and comfortable using readers, but I am not one of them, especially when it comes to reading long or dense passages for comprehension. For me, reading using JAWS or a similar screenreading program puts the reader in direct control of what information is accessed in a way that is not possible with a human reader, and a way that much more closely approximates reading print or Braille. I had, since age sixteen, done virtually all of my reading for school, work and leisure on a computer with JAWS. Asking me to all of a sudden take the highest-stakes test of my life using a tool to which I was not accustomed struck me as fundamentally unfair and wrong. A sighted student being told that their only option was to have somebody read the test aloud to them rather than their reading it for themselves absolutely would not have accepted it, and I knew that I couldn’t either.

So along with my request forms and supporting documentation, I submitted a letter to the accommodations department of the LSAC requesting to be granted the use of a laptop computer with Microsoft Excel and JAWS, as well as the opportunity to take the test in an electronic format. Some weeks later I received an email from the LSAC indicating that my accommodations request had been approved and that I could log into my LSAC account to view the accommodations confirmation letter. I eagerly signed into my account and pulled up the document. They had granted the use of Excel, but, unfortunately, the format of the test was listed as regular print, and a reader was added as an accommodation. There wasn’t even any kind of acknowledgement that I had requested anything that hadn’t been granted. This launched me into my first encounter with the bureaucratic nightmare that is the Law School Admission Council.

After being transferred around a bit, I finally got somebody on the phone who worked in the accommodations department. I asked if they had been aware of my request to take the test in an electronic format. She said they had. I asked if they had denied the request. She said they had. I asked why. She informed me that they don’t offer an electronic format. I politely suggested that this wasn’t much of an explanation, at which point she informed me that if I was unhappy with the decision, I could appeal it. So I did. I wrote a lengthy appeal letter outlining exactly why the electronic format would be the best way to test me on the skills that the test purports to measure and not my ability to interact with and direct an unfamiliar reader. I explained at length the inherent unfairness of denying me the opportunity to read the test in the same way that I read all my coursework and tests while in college and all the reading material I am required to access for my job. I also alerted them to the fact that I was personally aware of other blind students who had been granted the opportunity to take an electronic version of the test. After waiting another few weeks, I received a new accommodations letter posted to my account. The letter was only new in the sense that it had a different date at the top. That aside, it was an absolutely identical document to the one that was posted a month earlier; the same denial, and the same lack of any explanation whatsoever. I decided I might need some help.

Through a blind friend of mine who is currently a third year law student, I was put in touch with a lawyer at the Legal Aid Society Employment Law Center in San Francisco who had helped her with similar accommodations issues on the LSAT. The lawyer, Claudia Center, graciously agreed to assist me on a pro bono basis, but she warned me that if I wanted to commit to the fight, it might mean not taking the test in the 2010 cycle and not being able to apply to school for fall of 2011. I thought it was a fight worth having, for my own sake, but also for any blind students after me who would want the opportunity to take an electronic version of the test. I told her that I was committed to seeing it through, even if it meant delaying my return to school.

The deadline for the October test having come and gone, I submitted an identical application to that which I had initially submitted for the December test, only this time it was accompanied by a letter from my lawyer making the legal case for the LSAC’s obligation to test me in a way that best measured my ability to perform the tasks that the test is meant to test; in my case, with an electronic version and JAWS. Much to my disappointment, though, admittedly not completely surprisingly, the request was once again denied. A decision had to be made. Would I take the test using a reader as they wanted, or would I gear up for a potentially lengthy legal battle? The best score I had ever achieved on a practice test using a reader was a 168, and I consistently topped that by several points when taking practice tests on a computer by myself. On a test that is scored between 120 and 180, a few points are a big deal. In addition to the question of self-interest, I also really wanted to see such a ridiculous policy challenged and overturned for future blind test takers. I told the lawyer that I wanted to move forward. I also got on the phone with President Maurer of the NFB and informed him of my situation. He told me that NFB was ready and willing to assist by providing legal support from NFB go-to lawyer, Dan Goldstein. It felt great to know that my federation family was there to back me up and support me.

Fortunately, the long and drawn out process of taking the case to court turned out not to be necessary. In early 2012 the LSAC did an about face and decided that they would allow me to take the test on a computer using JAWS. What’s more, they indicated that they were changing the policy and would make the same opportunity available to any legally blind student who wished to avail themselves of it. I’m not sure if they saw the writing on the wall as similar legal questions related to the Bar exam were decided in favor of blind test takers or just had a sudden change of heart, but, regardless, they agreed to allow me a fair shot at the test and the ability to take it independently. I, of course, was thrilled, and took the October 2011 administration of the test. Though the process of fighting for my accommodations meant delaying my starting law school by a year, I couldn’t be more pleased with the way things worked out. I got a score on the test with which I am very satisfied, and I know that I got it on my own merits. I am also glad to have played a small part in making things easier for blind students who wish to take the test on a computer in the future. I am extremely grateful to Claudia Center from the Legal Aid Society, as well as to Dr. Maurer and the NFB, for the support and encouragement throughout the process. I must also express my gratitude to the folks at the LSAC who were responsible for creating the electronic format of the test. They did an excellent job of making the test easily navigable with a screenreader and actively solicited feedback from me on the usability of the test. 

This whole experience has reinforced for me the notion of exactly how important it is to be willing and able to advocate for what we, as blind students, need to compete on an even footing with our sighted peers. We can’t always do it all alone, but it is absolutely necessary for each of us to stand up and tell people what we need to be successful and why we need it. Whether it be in dealing with professors, vocational rehabilitation, disability services offices or those who administer standardized tests, we must all be our own best advocates. 

My Experiences in the Online Classroom

By tony Olivero

From the Editor: Tony Olivero is a former member of the NFB Access Technology Team, and now works full-time for Humana as a web accessibility specialist. In addition to all this, he also attends school and is working toward his Bachelor’s degree. Here is what he has to say about his experiences in the on-line classroom.

Many of us have likely, at one point or another, wished we didn’t have to go to class. Who hasn’t wished they could attend college from the comfort of their own couch? Well, it’s possible, but not necessarily the “easy street” you imagine as you drag yourself to class through a snow storm.

In late 2009, a combination of events made it necessary for me to return to school and finish earning the Bachelor’s degree I had left several years before. While I recognized the necessity of this task, and even looked forward to finally getting that piece of paper, I knew working a full time job and going to actual classes would pose a significant challenge to me. I worried that I wouldn’t be as engaged in the educational process, and began looking into alternatives.

I had been hearing more and more about people earning their degrees entirely online. After researching a number of options, I decided to try the University of Maryland’s University College. This component of UMD primarily exists to support working professionals and military personnel in their efforts to secure a degree or obtain new career skills, and while having a physical campus conducts most of its classes through the Internet. The more I researched UMUC, the more I realized the style of teaching appealed to me and my personal style of learning.

So, what’s a typical class like for me? Well, first let me dispel any thoughts you might have that this is an easier way to get a degree than attending a traditional university program. It’s not. While some things are easier (no commuting to class, no sitting through class) others are harder (not attending actual classes) and on the whole it all balances out. Right now UMUC is using a home-grown learning management system (LMS) called Webtycho. A typical class consists of the instructor’s announcements, a discussion area, assignments and portfolio section, the syllabus, and links to electronic documents the professor wants reviewed. Since this is a publication for blind students, and since web accessibility is my day job, I will take a brief moment to say that most of the functions of Webtycho are usable by blind students. I would recommend, as I always do, anyone considering any online course have a better-than-basic familiarity with the functions of their screen reading package in order to be efficient and competitive. So far, the only parts of this particular LMS, excluding instructor content, I have had difficulty with have been the private messaging and live chat. Fortunately, these features have never been required in order to interact with instructors or my fellow students. 

Participating in my classes usually requires the same amount of reading as found in a traditional classroom. There are required textbooks that have to be purchased, and often the instructor provides supplemental materials. One thing I will say is it is essential to have good reading and study skills for online courses. Since there are no instructor provided lectures, all the learning is done through reading or the occasional downloadable multimedia presentation. Besides reading, there are usually required discussions in the online “conference”. I’ll be honest, if I’m going to have difficulty with a class, this is where it will be. Usually, in a classroom, I’m pretty quiet unless have something I feel is of actual value to contribute. Often, in the online arena, professors will mandate a certain number of posts to the forum each week (such as one original response to the topic and two comments on fellow students’ posts). I have lost points before because I have felt like the only thing I have to contribute is an “I agree” or a repetition of something someone else has said. However, I understand why this mandate is often in place, it is the only way a professor can measure the level of engagement from the class.

Of course, online classes still have that which all students dread… homework. I will say that owing to the entirety of my communication with my professors being electronic, I have not had to worry about turning assignments in in hard copy, or receiving them back with hand written comments and grades. I can see my grades in the online portfolio, and most professors use the remarks section of the assignment system or embedded comments in word documents to provide feedback. UMUC has recently gone to a project or paper based final, instead of the traditional exam, for all classes, so these are handled just like assignments.

What does it take to be a successful online student? As with any course good time management and organizational skills are key. In some ways, more key in the online “classroom”. Since all interaction is asynchronous, there are no class sessions to help plan your week around, so you have to ensure that you do a good job budgeting your time and planning your week.

As I alluded to before, blind students also need to have a good grasp of their screen access technology. For example, the conference system typically focuses you at the beginning of a post, but there is no easy way to return to your spot in the message list. If I did not know how to use the placemarker command in my screen access program, I would spend a lot of time trying to find my way back to the message list and moving to the next message. Any time you are working with modern/advanced web pages, it is a good idea to take advantage of any training resources available from your access technology’s manufacturer to learn to use the product to its fullest.

I have found the past two years of online education to be both productive and a good experience for me. If you are a student who is working and trying to attend school at the same time, this may be an avenue of education you wish to explore.

Skiing Got Me Going

by George Wurtzel
From the Editor: George Wurtzel has been a furniture maker for decades and is now the Industrial Arts instructor at BLIND, Inc. In Minneapolis. However, in this article, he takes a break from wood working to show how a sport positively impacted his life. To learn more about his work or his current line of furniture, please email him at gmwurtzel@gmail.com.

The story starts a long time ago in Lansing Michigan with a little Norwegian man named Harold Bromvand, a representative for Ski for Light, who one day showed up at the Michigan School for the Blind and said, "Who wants to go cross-country skiing?" I think there were about 10 of us who went that first time in the early 1970's. And, I am sure of one thing. I would not be the same person that I am today if I would have stayed home

Due to Ski for Light, I have traveled all over the world and all over our country. I have met some of the most generous and loving people who, did things for no other reason than they wanted the world to be a more inclusive place for all.

I began by attending the Colorado Lions ski event in Aspen Colorado for about 5 years. I met, and learned from fantastic people Like Harry Cordellos, the first blind man to do the Hawaiian Iron Man, and the runner of 154 marathons. However, skiing with Ski for Light gave me a skill to bring home and utilize as a friendship tool. I met several friends through skiing for fun back in Michigan.

Although I typically cross-country skied, I also learned to downhill ski, and after getting the basics down, I realized that a blind person could be an above average downhill skier. I entered local ski races, and continuously placed in the top half of participants.

Skiing has taken me to events in Colorado, Michigan, California, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Montana, Wyoming, New Mexico, and internationally to Canada, Norway, Russia, Finland, Sweden, and Denmark. I was also honored to be on the 1980 Paralympic team. The shortest ski trips I remember consist of taking my nephew on my back around the back yard. The longest trip I took was over 500 miles across northern Europe starting on the Russian border and skiing all the way across Lapland. I have skied thousands of miles in hundreds of races and events.

As you can see, learning to ski was a milestone that I never foresaw. In the same way, you can find something whether it be wood working, hiking, playing in a band, or just maybe skiing, that will change your life forever. The best way is to just jump into something that intrigues you. There is no way to fully know the positive or negative impact that an experience will have, but the key is to try.

Skiing turned me to an explorer and a world traveler. And the way I summarize the experience is with these words:

Harold Bromvand got me skiing. Skiing got me going.
