Head: Don’t dis his abilities
Deck: Appearances can be deceiving, especially if you’ve never entered the classroom of Dr. J.W. Smith.
 While walking down the hall on the first day of my Communication between Cultures class, I find a middle-aged bald African-American man standing outside the classroom. Due to the darkness of the hallway, I make the assumption that the sunglasses he is wearing are an indication of blindness. Knowing that blind people aren’t university professors I assume he might be an assistant, greet him casually, take a seat in the classroom and wait for the professor. 
The man’s amused voice booms through the door, informing the silent and unsure students that we are actually allowed to talk. I turn to the girl behind me. “Is that our professor?” I ask. She assures me he is. I walk up, introduce myself, and explain how I was trying to get into his class. “Brianna…yeah I got your email,” he replies. He read my email? 
During the class we receive course outlines. Across the top of the page are the words “Instructor: Dr. J. W. Smith.” He has a Ph.D.?  He goes on to mark attendance. How? It turns out the roll is in Braille. Later in class we are told that readings are online. What? How? Well everything I know about blind people is now officially out the window.
Welcome to the classroom of Dr. J.W. Smith. Teaching at a university level for 25 years, Dr. Smith has a Ph.D. in Speech Communication, now known as Communication Studies. He has taught around 10 different classes over the years including Campaigns, Communication between Cultures, Public Speaking and Persuasion. 
“I love the professor life,” he says. “I changed my major five times the first year, and then it finally hit me. I decided ‘I want to do this at a university level.’”
Dr. Smith has been a faculty member at Ohio University since 1993. “I had no intention of coming here, had no intention of staying here. I’d never heard of it.” He fell in love with the place, however, and is still a professor in Athens 15 years on. 
When asked about his navigation of Athens, Dr. Smith just laughs. “After Chicago and Detroit, girl, this is like my backyard. I can get around everyplace….with my eyes closed!”
Such animated conversations are what Dr. Smith’s teaching style is best known for. In class, both Chris Tucker and Eddie Murphy videos have been shown, a reflection of Dr. Smith’s own style of humor. His medium-sized frame produces deep chuckles that echo throughout the corridors. 
His bright optimistic nature, accompanied by an ever-present smile, reveals that his physical disability is certainly not holding him back. 
Blind in one eye since birth due to glaucoma, Dr. Smith lost sight in the other as a result of an accident at age three. “There are pros and cons of losing your sight later versus early,” he says. “It’s the only life I know. I do alright until she (Ebony his oldest daughter) leaves the cabinet door open.” At home Dr. Smith has two teenage daughters, Ebony and Joshelyn, and his wife of twenty-two years, Regina, to navigate around. According to Ebony, though, he is hardly ever out of his study. 
 

During his youth, Dr. Smith attended a mainstream school, which he credits as enabling him to be comfortable in a sighted world. He went on to graduate from Indiana University, began teaching in graduate school at Purdue University, before gaining his Ph.D. from Wayne State University in Detroit, Michigan. 
Statistically, graduating college itself was a feat. According to the National Centre for Policy Research for Women and Families, in 2004 there was approximately 1 million blind people in the U.S.A. 40 percent of these had not obtained a high school diploma and only 12 percent were college graduates.
In performing his job, Dr. Smith employs multiple methods to overcome his lack of sight. His computer uses a program called JAWS (Job Access With Speech), which allows the computer to read emails, web pages and documents aloud. A scanner is also used to copy documents, which the computer then turns to speech. 
Assistants aid in replying to emails sometimes, reading to him and marking exams. The mystery of how Dr. Smith chooses his readings can be explained in several ways. Some of the books are available on tape or disc, however, he prefers readers who can jump around the page, instead of tapes that send him to sleep.
Dr. Smith types notes on a Braille machine which is similar to a typewriter.  “I can’t imagine doing my job without Braille,” he says. “Only about nine to 10 percent of blind people know Braille now. They expect them to do all electronic stuff. That’s alright I guess, but there’s nothing like Braille.” Reading Braille from the age of four, Dr. Smith is a two- handed Braille reader, which allows him to read with a lot of speed. “Other than that, I really don’t use anything different than anybody else for the most part.” 
Having worked in the same building for over a decade, Dr. Smith can easily get about the classroom and offices unaided, working his way around tables and light switches with his finger tips. Outside, Dr. Smith uses a white cane. When asked why he doesn’t have a guide dog, Dr. Smith simply replies with bemused laugh: “I don’t want a dog.” 
When navigating, Dr. Smith doesn’t count steps; instead he says, “I remember, I just know. When I go to a place I know how to get back to that place.” It would seem his memory is in excellent condition. One of his impressive traits is that he always remembers to turn off the lights when showing a film in class. 
Like most university professors, Dr. Smith cites keeping the classes interesting for this generation as his greatest challenge. “Your generation is so media savvy and technologically orientated. And then it’s a sighted world so I’m always worrying about not making it a too different experience for people.” 
If this is his aim, then it is certainly achieved. Classes often involve films expanding on class readings and guest speakers, which often make for more engaging classes than most. In fact, guest speakers have often been at the center of his more memorable classes. 
One year, in a class he created entitled Communicating with People with Physical Disabilities, an ex-student who had become a quadriplegic as a result of a car accident addressed the class she had once sat in. The presentation became part of her grieving and acceptance process of what had happened, and there wasn’t a dry eye in the room. 
 

Another memorable event occurred during a class covering the topic of the acceptance of gay culture. During a presentation by members of the LGBT community, one student came out himself. “He just broke down and started crying. That was pretty memorable. I can think of others, though. Good god. I had somebody in Public Speaking pass out. Somebody ran out of class in the middle of a speech, and one girl started laughing uncontrollably. That’s how she dealt with her stage fright.”
Dr. Smith’s classes apparently have quite an impact on some of his students, even if the impacts are not all quite as extreme. Jacob, a current student of Dr. Smith, admires his professor, a feeling shared by many in his class. “It really shows what he is made of,” says Jacob. “He obviously doesn’t let his blindness inhibit him, and because of his independence it is easy to see why his students and those around him give him the utmost respect as a teacher and as a person.”
Indeed, Dr. Smith himself says that he doesn’t often feel that he is treated any differently by fellow staff or students. “I’ve had one experience where I thought the students did it because I was blind. One day I put on a video and went into my office, and three quarters of them left. It was probably a bad video anyway. I would have probably left too,” he says laughing.  
“I do feel at meetings sometimes that my colleagues try to ignore me. I’ll say ‘UMMMM I WANT TO MAKE A POINT’ if I get that feeling. I don’t think they do it intentionally. There’s a couple around here who are arrogant jerks and they’d do it to you anyway. Other than that, everyone treats me pretty normal, like everyone else.”
 

However the awards hanging on his office wall pay tribute to a man who isn’t just “like everyone else.” According to the National Federation of the Blind, Dr. Smith is among the 30 percent of working age legally blind adults who are employed, and his achievements have not gone unnoticed. In 1995 Dr. Smith received the Ohio University Outstanding New Teacher award. In 2004 he won both the National Federation of the Blind Educator of the Year award and the Alfonso Smith Award for outstanding service to the blind of Ohio. 
Despite such praises, Dr. Smith remains humble and easy-going, with a love of interacting with people, which is one of the reasons why he enjoys being a professor. “In my job I get to meet a lot of people and just when I get bored of them I get a new lot in,” he says. “I think I like the control, I like talking and playing devil’s advocate, and I like imparting knowledge.” 
“There’s something special being able to talk about a topic. I love that class where you’re talking about a topic and somebody really gets it. Or you have one of those experiences, one of those classes that are so memorable. Those are great.” 
As a professor, “memorable” is a word that some may use to describe Dr. Smith himself. When sitting in one of Dr. Smith’s classes, his enthusiasm for his job is infectious. His love of student input in class creates a warm and open environment, with all thoughts and opinions considered valid. His dedication to his profession is apparent, and after spending time with him, you come to understand that Dr. Smith isn’t a blind professor but rather, a professor who just happens to be blind. 
