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Editor’s Introduction

The NFB National Convention in Orlando is only days away, so what better time to release the June pre-convention edition of the Student Slate? We couldn’t think of one, so here it is!

Of course, this newsletter is packed full of stories of blind students pushing limits and changing attitudes. You will find an article on how Braille changed a student’s life, an update on a recent chemistry camp for blind students put on in California, and a story that reminds us that sometimes doing the most mundane things is how we educate the public and show people that we, as blind people, are nothing more than regular folks who happen not to be able to see.

However, since there are so many goings on we would like you to be aware of next week in Florida, I would like to devote the bulk of this introduction to a rundown of events of potential interest to blind students at convention. Of course the NABS hospitality night on Sunday night, the NABS business meeting on Monday evening, and Monte Carlo night on Thursday are highlights, but there are several other meetings and presentations that may interest students. The below is a slightly adapted version of a overview offered by NABS President Arielle Silverman in the most recent NABS Monthly Bulletin. From the Student Slate Committee and all your friends on the NABS Board, have a great convention, and, remember, if you are looking to volunteer with NABS in Orlando, it isn’t too late! Just contact Darian Smith at dsmithnfb@gmail.com.

See you in Orlando!

Schedule of Highlighted Convention Activities: 

Sunday July 3, 2011 

Sunday features several technology seminars, an art workshop, and an opportunity to test the nonvisual interface of the car being developed in the Blind Driver project. Consult the agenda for details and room locations. There will also be organized games and activities for middle and high school students on Sunday throughout the day. Exact times for these and other teen sessions are listed in the agenda.

Finally, there will be an employment seminar from 9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. on Sunday.

On Sunday evening from 9:00 to midnight, NABS will be hosting a Student Hospitality Night in the Affiliate Action Suite, Room 14230.
Drop in for snacks, games, and the chance to meet and mingle with other blind high school, college, graduate and nontraditional students. Feel free to drop in and out while also enjoying karaoke, or the Rookie Roundup, a gathering for first-time convention attendees.

Monday July 4, 2011

On Monday both the exhibit hall and the NFB Independence Market will open. Come to the Exhibit Hall to browse information and products from leading assistive technology vendors and to learn about our NFB training centers. Come to the Independence Market to buy canes, watches, and other blindness products and to pick up NFB literature.

Both the exhibit hall and the Independence Market will be open on Monday and Tuesday all day and on Wednesday and Thursday during the lunch break. The exhibit hall will also be open Wednesday and Thursday evenings. NABS will have a table in the exhibit hall where we will be selling coffee mugs and raffle tickets, and passing out student information packets. Come see us!

Monday is also a good time to pick up your registration materials if you pre-registered, or to purchase them if you didn't. The registration desk will also be open on Tuesday and on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday mornings before the general session.

Check the agenda for programs on Monday including the meeting of the Resolutions Committee and the Mock Trial, where the National Association of Blind Lawyers will provide a comical reenactment of a serious legal case involving discrimination against the blind. There will also be a writing workshop for youth ages 11 to 19.

On Monday evening from 7:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. NABS will have its annual business meeting. Come early to register with us, or register online now by going to www.nabslink.org Annual NABS dues, which you will need to pay in order to vote in the elections, are $5. At our meeting we will hear about exciting new developments regarding access to E-textbooks, and we will also hear from a young woman who is a blind electrical engineer. We will also be holding elections. Join our business meeting to learn the latest about issues affecting us as blind students, and become a part of our organization.

Tuesday July 5, 2011

On Tuesday morning we will have the national NFB Board of Directors meeting, an open meeting where a variety of announcements about the convention and other general NFB matters will be given. On Tuesday afternoon and evening, a variety of NFB divisions will hold their annual meetings. Many NFB divisions are organized by shared professional interests, such as the National Association of Blind Lawyers, the National Association of Blind Educators, the Science and Engineering Division, and the Human Services Division. Check the agenda to find the division meeting(s) you want to attend. This is a great opportunity to meet blind people working in your field of study and to learn about the latest developments in techniques that can be useful to you in your career.

Finally, on Tuesday evening, check out salsa dancing, the indoor rowing workshop and the annual play performed by students at the Louisiana Center for the Blind. All proceeds from the play support the teen summer program at the LCB!

Wednesday July 6, 2011

Wednesday is the first of three days of general sessions. A highlight of the Wednesday session is the presidential report, when Dr. Maurer updates us on what the NFB has been doing over the past year and what work is still ahead of us. Check the agenda for a detailed description of the General Session program for Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday.

On Wednesday evening, the NFB of Florida is hosting a beach-themed dance party. At the same time, there will be a swimming activity for teens ages 11-18. Check the agenda for room locations. Finally, the Colorado Center for the Blind will have an open house where you can go to learn more about their training programs.

Thursday July 7, 2011

On Thursday we have more general sessions in the morning and afternoon. On Thursday night NABS will be holding our annual Monte Carlo Night fund-raiser. Pay $10 to purchase chips and play casino-style card games; whoever has the most chips at the end of the night will win a cash prize. The Performing Arts Division is also hosting their annual Showcase of Talent on Wednesday night, and the exhibit hall will be open for the last time.

Finally, from 7:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. Pearson products will be demonstrating some new products to make math content more accessible.

They’re looking for students to come test the products and give them feedback. Please consider helping out with this initiative. Check the agenda for room location.

Friday July 8, 2011

On Friday we will have one final day of general sessions, followed by the banquet in the evening. If you didn’t pre-register for the convention, you can purchase your banquet ticket for $60 during registration. I personally find the banquet and especially Dr. Maurer’s presidential address to be one of the most fun and inspiring parts of the convention. It reminds us of where we the blind of this country have come from, where we are going and that we are all united in the business of changing what it means to be blind.
Braille and Me

by Emily Weidner

From the Editor: Emily Weidner is a recent high school graduate from Louisiana who has recently begun training at the Louisiana Center for the Blind. She also serves as the secretary of the Louisiana Association of Blind Students. Here is what she has to say about her first experiences with Braille:

I’ll never forget walking into the library inside the Louisiana Center for the Blind Education Center in Ruston. I was new to the blind world and was just getting used to the fact that what was wrong with my eyes was blindness. I was wearing sleep shades, so I couldn’t see the many shelves loaded with braille books, but I knew they were there. This is when my world started to open up, but at the time I didn’t realize it. My braille instructor for the Buddy Program had pulled a book down from one of the shelves and handed it to me. I don’t know how to read this, I thought. Brook Sexton told me that the book she handed me was going to help me learn braille. I opened the book to what I assumed was the first page and learned the first five letters of the alphabet in braille.

By the end of the summer, I knew the entire braille alphabet. I was also somewhat a master at the slate and stylus. Brook had sent me back to my hometown of Sulphur with the book she’d been teaching me braille with and a small stack of braille paper to practice my slating with. Whenever I came home from the Buddy Program, I would sit at our dining room table for an hour or two slating the names of my family members or the alphabet. I did this without being told to do so. At night when my sister had her bedroom light turned off, I would pull out the only braille book I owned and practice reading words and short sentences. Even as a newly-blinded nine-year-old who had just learned the basics, I loved braille. At that moment, I didn’t really know that it would play a part of my life as the little bit of my remaining vision began to dwindle away.

Since I didn’t know the entire literary braille code yet, and I had enough vision to read large print via a CCTV, well, you can probably guess what I had to use in my third grade class. I continued learning braille three times a week and practiced reading and writing every chance I had. While everyone was supposed to be reading their library books, I would be at my desk writing or reading braille. I would often write short stories about how much fun my friends and I had at recess or trips I’d taken with my family. If I got bored slating, I would pull out the Patterns book I was working on with my braille teacher. I’d rather be sitting there with my Patterns book than one of the library books I had to sit at my CCTV to read.

I could sit at my CCTV with my book under the magnifier and my notebook not under the magnifier. Two weeks after my sixth retinal detachment, that changed. Squinting didn’t do any good. When we’d gone to my eye doctor in Houston, we found out my left retina was detached a second time, much worse than the previous detachment. I had a choice to make after that as I got ready to wrap up third grade and begin fourth: large print or braille. I now knew all the contractions and even had some of the basic math symbols under my belt. The choice I went with is one that I do not, for any reason whatsoever, regret. Braille has enabled me to discover the secret garden that had been locked up for ten years, solve mysteries with Nancy Drew and the Hardy Boys, and even travel through Narnia. Braille has helped me keep up with my fellow classmates in regular classes. Even in the beginning stages of learning braille music, I’m able to learn the pieces of music for my choir class. My thoughts are able to come to life because of the slate and stylus, brailler, and my faithful BrailleNote with its refreshable braille display.

It’s heart-breaking to know that 90% of the blind population are not learning braille because they say it’s slow and difficult to learn. I shudder when I hear stories of my fellow Federationists who had to suffer through their twelve years of school because the large print just wasn’t large enough. So many blind children come home with chronic headaches and neck pains because their noses are glued to the book or worksheet. I wouldn’t be about to graduate high school in a few months if someone hadn’t placed my fingertips on a braille book. My two-year-old nephew wouldn’t be able to beg me for a story when I go spend the night at his house if this simple formation of dots didn’t exist. Technology is a good substitute for some things, but it will never replace the gift of literacy that braille has brought for the blind. I am thankful for so many people and things in my life, and I’m proud to say that braille and its creator are one of them.

Good chemistry in California:

Spotlight on CABS

by Angela Fowler

From the Editor: Angela Fowler is currently in her second year serving as the president of the California Association of Blind Students. She recently received her associate’s degree in psychology from Yuba Community College, and will be attending Sacramento State in the fall. In this article she fills us in on a recent chemistry camp hosted by CABS, where blind kids learned that they to can do science. Here is her review of the event:

On April 29 through May 1 of this year, CABS and the National Federation of the blind of California partnered with the UC Davis chemistry club and the San Francisco Lighthouse for the Blind to hold our first annual Chemistry Camp at beautiful Enchanted Hills, in Northern California. 10 blind high school students were given an opportunity which has very often been denied us, the opportunity to perform hands-on chemistry completely independently. 

The students performed two types of experiments. In the first they made esters like those which give fruits their flavor and which flavor candy. They used their sense of smell to determine how well the ester worked. In the second they added acids (hydrochloric acid in one case) to bases to neutralize the PH using onion and garlic as olfactory indicators. Though they were under the supervision of experienced chemistry students from UC Davis, one of whom is totally blind, they mixed the chemicals and determined the results of the experiments themselves. 

The changes I saw in the students were remarkable. At least two of them were so afraid of the chemistry at the beginning that they almost didn't participate. By the end of the camp they were comfortably mixing chemicals, their fear forgotten. One student in fact now wants to be a chemistry major, and will soon be studying at UC Davis. 

Aside from chemistry, I saw tremendous growth in other areas of these young people's lives. One student, who before the camp had never used a cane before, traveled independently with a cane in the dark, accomplishing the task he set out to accomplish. Others thrived in new found social support and eagerly sought the advice of blind role models. For all of them, it became OK to be blind, not a handicap to be hidden but a challenge to be cheerfully overcome. 

I myself once thought that a blind person could not do chemistry. I now see that blind people are successfully and safely doing it every day. The 2011 California Chemistry Camp was an inspiration to me, and to all others who attended, and we are looking forward to the next one. In fact, we want to make it a yearly event!

A few CABS notes:

 CABS will be selling 50-50 raffle tickets and World’s Finest chocolate at this year’s National convention, come see us!

On July 30, a bunch of us will be touring Alcatraz. It promises to be a fun and educational event that will help to get us out in the community.

Finally, plans are under way for our bowl-a-thon, which will be held in late September of this year. It’s all about fun, and fund raising.

The Will to Work

by Preston Johnson

From the Editor: Preston Johnson is the current vice president of the North Carolina Association of Blind Students. He is a student at Wake Technical Community College, and in this article offers some insights and suggestions on being successful in employment settings:

In the Bible, in 2 Thessalonians 3:10, The Apostle Paul, who dedicated his life to a much higher purpose than money, writes “For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: “The one who is unwilling to work shall not eat.” Even in Biblical times the importance of work was not lost on even who many people would consider the most important person living at that time. How many people have ever asked “What do you do for a living?” Why do most people go to college? Don’t all parents want their children to grow up and have gainful employment? Isn’t unemployment one of the hottest topics in America right now? Whether you have problems writing resumes, need help interviewing, or if you are still worrying about overcoming discrimination from blindness, I believe that anyone who reads this article will be able to have the confidence and other tools they need in order to be successful in the workplace.

Before I began to lose my vision, about four or five years ago, I already had over ten years experience in the workforce. When I was 15 years old I began working at McDonald’s on the weekends. From this first job I learned some of the most basic unwritten rules of the workplace:

1.
Everything in life, including work, is about relationships. If you network and build relationships with other positive, hardworking people, it makes it not only easier to find better employment, but promotions can also come faster.

2.
No workplace romances or rendezvous.

3.
Be careful about what you say to anyone; especially if you are following the first rule and not the second.

4.
Never say, “It's not my job.” Instead say, “What can I do to help?”

5.
Don’t forget the basic rules. Show up prepared and on time. On time is ten minutes early. Take pride in your appearance; grooming and proper attire. Even if you feel that he or she does not deserve it, respect everyone. Always act confident, even if you have no idea what is going on. Ask intelligent questions. Always help others, but be careful to not volunteer before they are ready to receive assistance. Do not lie, but never offer extra information.

6.
Be honest. Let your employer know up front what you need to be successful in the initial interview, and be able to educate with confidence so your employer knows that the adaptations you need are necessary to maximize your potential in the workplace. This will show your boss that you are an independent, self-starting, go getter. 

After working in food service for a few years I decided that I wanted more so I tried to move into a management position in a real restaurant. I had the practical experience, but I had only been through one interview and had never written a resume. Instead of letting this deter me, I decided to take classes on resume writing and public speaking. The resume class taught me the basic outline of different resumes and how to manipulate the sample resumes offered from Microsoft Word. While the idea of taking a public speaking class may sound odd, if you can handle speaking to a room full of people, a one on one interview with someone whom you may believe to be intimidating will be a breeze. 

While working in a management position almost five years ago, at the age of 28, I began to lose my vision. Since many adults are at least partly defined by our careers, and I had been gainfully employed for over a decade, I had to figure out a way to overcome my depression, fear of failure, and fear of uselessness before it completely destroyed my confidence. I moved to Raleigh, North Carolina, from Destin, Florida, so I could be close to my family. Taking a suggestion from my brother, I contacted the division of blind services, here in Raleigh. My rehabilitation counselor encouraged me to go through the rehab program which would help to gain the necessary skills and go back to school and obtain gainful employment. 

Attending the rehab center in Raleigh was, perhaps, the best decision of my life. Besides receiving help with assistive technology, how to excel in college, and the ins outs of the transportation system, I also used the networking skills which I had previously learned to meet most of my fellow North Carolina Association of Blind Students, and other NFB members. Meeting other successful blind people raised my confidence to record levels.  

Even though I had regained much of my confidence, I still had some lingering doubts about whether I could be as successful as I had been before I lost my vision. Would the use of Zoom Text on my computer at Jackson Hewitt be enough? Would my boss discriminate against me? Would customers trust a blind man to do their taxes? I guess I could have let those fears stop me from trying, but I decided that the only way to truly fail was to not try. Whether it was by God’s good grace, my charming personality, my hard won confidence, my intense preparation, or a combination of all of the above I can’t say, but I have never had a problem with my Zoom Text, and both of my bosses have been helpful, friendly an supportive. 

Now that I had my confidence back, I began talking to people at school, in NCABS, and the NFB about employment opportunities. I have overcome so many obstacles that I have no fear of being unable to get a job. When I write my resume I am always sure to write expert in zoom text and Jaws in the skills and abilities section. I make sure to assume all responsibility for learning any important information. I always work harder than the next person so the company perceives me as an asset instead of a liability. I always stick to my rules, even if number 2 seems difficult. I have been in school full time since I have been in Raleigh and I have had two jobs and done taxes on the side. I believe that if you work hard and follow the rules that I have given you, especially about networking, you can’t help but to be successful.

What's Up in Baltimore?

by Somaya Terin

From the Editor: Somaya is a high school student from Arizona, and is currently serving as the Treasurer of the Arizona Association of Blind Students. Here is her story of the impact a short trip to our headquarters in Baltimore changed her outlook on what exactly she was capable of doing for herself:

Almost everyone has had a life changing experience that has made them a different person in a good way or in a bad way.  But traveling on your own is much more of a life changing experience in a good way.  When I went to Baltimore for the Youth Leadership Academy of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB), my thoughts about traveling with my family changed.  I used to want to go everywhere with my mom or dad, but now it's different.  Baltimore was a wonderful experience, and it made me a different person when I came back.  It made me become more independent and close to more blind youth my own age.

 Being independent as a blind person is very important.  Before I went on my trip to Baltimore, my family would always help me with the simplest tasks.  My mom would tell me to stay where I was and she would serve me my food.  When I would travel with them, my parents would tell me to hold their arm and they would take my luggage up for me.  This made me feel uncomfortable and helpless.  But when I went to the National Headquarters for the Youth Leadership Academy, I took my 47 pound luggage upstairs all by myself and got my own food without having any trouble.  Also, when I was at the airport coming back to Arizona, my mom told me that she would meet me at my gate in phoenix.  But my plane arrived early so I went to the luggage carousel and found my luggage on my own for the first time.  How I did this was I asked an agent at the airport to direct me to my luggage carousel and he gave me specific directions on how to get there.  When I got to the luggage location, I stood in front of the line and put my hand on each luggage that came by.  My luggage had a pink ribbon on it so when it came by I could feel that it was mine.  Everyone in my family was surprised that I was able to do that.  This is what the National Federation of the Blind teaches to be independent.

Meeting blind youth who have the same issues as I am facing is very important to me.  If it's to help solve problems with your family or school they are right by my side to help because they have been through the same issue.  I talked about my eight year old brother who is also blind and how my family didn't let him use his cane.  A mentor told me that he had faced a similar experience.  One time when my brother was walking with my cousin to the park, he fell on a rock because he didn't have his cane with him.  His leg was badly injured for a very long time.  I was told to talk to my parents and explain to them that his cane is his eyes and what would they do if someone took their eyes away from them.  When I returned to Arizona, I explained to my parents and they understood.  Now, my little brother uses his cane everywhere and it makes him happy and safe.  When I was in eighth grade, there were new students that didn't know what my cane was and a young seventh grader tripped on my cane and told the principle that I purposely tripped  him.  A few days later the principle called me up to his office and I was really scared.  He asked me if I purposely tripped this boy.  I told him that I couldn't see him so it wasn't my fault.  The principle agreed, and he apologized to me.  I told this story to the group of students there and to us it was funny, but we all learned from this.  We had a large discussion on how we can explain this to a sited person and why we use the cane.  Meeting new blind youth and becoming good friends with them is very important to me because they can help with similar problems. 

The Youth Leadership Academy was a life changing experience for me.  I learned different techniques of independents and daily living skills that will help me throughout my life.  My family gets upset sometimes because I want to be independent and get my own food, but I tell them that that's not how it's suppose to be.  They should be happy that I want to do this.  As a member of the National Federation of the Blind, I want to follow their philosophy and be an independent person.  When I was coming back to Arizona, I was so close to the students there that I started getting emotional because I was going to miss them.  Out of 43 students, I met at least 15 students that had amazing personalities and that I can count on with anything that I need.  If its to back me up when I am having a school issue or with my family I know that they all will be there by my side.  The National Federation of the Blind is like my family.  They have done a lot for me, I would do anything to help them in any way that I can.

Why am I a Federationist?

by Carol Jenkins

From the Editor: Carol Jenkins works for the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired, and serves on the state board of the National Federation of the Blind of Nebraska. Here is what she has to say about why the national Federation of the Blind is important to her:

Why am I a federationist?  Well, let me tell you the reasons why.  When I was 14, I started having trouble reading the whiteboard in school which led me to believe I needed glasses.  Maybe this was due to the fact that my instructors used different colors of dry erase markers on the boards, but then again, maybe it wasn’t.  

I told my parents what was going on, and I soon found myself sitting in an optometrist’s office.  Now being 14 years old, I thought I was a big hot shot who didn’t need any help from my mom who had taken me there.  So, she went to have her nails done while I went ahead with my eye appointment.  My name was called and I walked into the exam room.  The doctor came in and performed the usual tests.  I was asked to read the fourth line down on the eye chart.  I sat there waiting for the doctor to pull the chart up until the doctor asked me to read the fourth line down again.  I replied by saying, “What chart?”  I didn’t see any chart on the wall.

The doctor rolled backward on his stool and turned the lights on.  He said to me, “Well, you are blind; what are you going to do about it?”  I had no idea how to respond.  I simply got up, walked out of the office, and I ran to where my mom was.  I was crying so hard by the time I got there, I couldn’t verbalize what had just happened.  Of course, she went storming back to the doctor’s office to find out what was going on.  The doctor preceded to tell her the same things that he had told me.  My mom turned to me and said, “Can you see?”  I told my mother, “I can see.  I promise.  I can see!”  

I went on with my life and school just the same as I had before.  At 16, I was in a very bad car accident.  I was being like any teenager and out on Labor Day weekend cruising around wasting gas.  I had a friend in my truck with me, and we thought that it might be fun to take a back road to drive around on.  I thought sure.  We saw one of our friends out driving around also, and we thought it might be fun to see what they were up to.  So, we sped up to catch up to them and follow them.  Well, I went to pass them to show my presence when we crashed.  What happened?  I went to pass, but I never saw break lights, and I never saw a blinker.  

I told the police and my parents that I never saw these things.  They didn’t believe me.  The worst part about the whole situation was that I lost my parent’s trust.  The disappointment that followed was just as bad.  I didn’t care that I was in a lot of trouble because I took responsibility for my actions.  It took two ambulances, two tow trucks 3 hours to get the vehicles apart, and a lot of money for various other things.  Thankfully, no one died or was seriously injured.  After that, I received the nickname “Crash.”  

In school, things were getting more difficult for me.  I was in American Literature class one day, and I was asked to orally read.  I tried, but I couldn’t do it.  I said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t see the words on the page very well.”  The copy was kind of dark, but never the less, I wasn’t asked to orally read again.  Homework took me hours to complete, if I even completed it.  I would ask my friends to help me because they knew soemthinhg was wrong, but they never spoke about it.  I always sat in the front of the room, and took the best notes I could, but it was beginning to not be enough.

I also had a part-time job as a cashier at a local Long John Silver’s.  One week before graduation, I went to have my driver’s license renewed.  I had my younger brother with me because I was just going to go in real quick after school.  I didn’t pass.  My brother just looked at me and then hung his head the whole way home.  It took every muscle in my body to keep from crying.  I told my mom what happened, and she said everything would be fine.  The next day, I received some flowers and a note from my mom that said she loved me.  How was I going to get to college?  How was I going to keep my job?  I had all of these things going through my mind.  My mom told me that she would drive me to and from classes, and she would sit in class with me and take notes for me.  You better believe that I was very motivated now because I was not going to be the only college student with their mom in class with them.

I went to a new eye doctor and said that I had to be able to drive.  I reassured him that I could see and that I wouldn’t be able to go to college without my license.  I got my license even though I had to take the driving test again.  The advantage about living in a small town is that you can memorize everything.  Of course I was able to drive around, I knew exactly where everything was.  I kept on with my job, and I went on to college.  

College was even harder than high school.  I found myself reading at a much slower rate, and I had to hold the books close to my face to do this.  I started to speak to my instructors telling them about what problems I was having.  I was told I had to take remedial classes because of my low ACT score of 15.  I told them I got good grades in high school and that I am smart, but I just don’t read very quick because I can’t see very well.  They asked my why I didn’t have any accommodations.  I didn’t know anything about this.  I had never met anyone with a vision problem before.  

I graduated from Highland Community College with two Associates degrees and with honors.  I received only one B and that was because I was lazy and didn’t want to fix a paper.  I then took some time off to save up some money for college.  At that time, I was a manager of Long John Silver’s, but was looking for a job with health insurance.  I got a job as a dealer at the Golden Eagle Casino where my mom and sister worked.  I dealt cards for a while until it became to difficult for me to read the numbers and payouts.  Now, me thinking of myself as smart, transferred departments because I thought working in security would be easier.  I was wrong.  I had to read driver’s licenses, do lots of paperwork, and monitor people.  I can’t see people’s faces let alone an ID.  After a year, the inevitable happened.  I let in a minor.

I was still going to school at this time, but I knew it was time for me to quit my job.  So, I did.  I was getting ready to enter the last semester of book work I had before student teaching because I was going into early childhood development and elementary education at Peru State College.  I soon became very depressed and angry because no one understood what I was going through.  I didn’t have a job, and I didn’t know what job I would be able to do.  I wasn’t going to finish college because I didn’t want to accumulate more debt for a degree I couldn’t use.  My mother-in-law started doing some looking around and found the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired.  She told me to call them and speak to Shane Buresh who was a blind certified teacher. I eventually did and let me tell you it was the smartest thing I had done thus far.  He came out to my house to meet with me, and I watched and critiqued him the whole entire time.  I had never met a blind person before.  I was blown away.  I had hope again because finally someone else understood what I was going through and knew how to help me.  I finished college and graduated Suma Cum Laude.  One of the things Shane told me about was the National Federation of the Blind.  I applied for a state scholarship in 2006 and was selected as a finalist.  I went to my first state convention that year as a scholarship finalist and was in utter shock the whole time.  I saw a couple hundred blind people walking around doing things by themselves.  I heard blind people speak who were doctors, lawyers, teachers, and much more.  I was empowered to do the very best I could because I now had other blind and visually impaired people to support me.  

The semester before I student taught, I decided to obtain center training at the Nebraska Center for the Blind.  I started in January 2007 and graduated in June 2007.  Center training game me my independence back, and the instructors there helped me achieve what I thought was impossible.  I received a national scholarship from the National Federation of the Blind that same summer and was elected to the Nebraska Association of Blind Students as a board member.  In 2008, I was appointed as a Board of Commissioner for the Nebraska Commission of the Blind and Visually Impaired.  In 2009, I was elected as a board member of the National Federation of the Blind of Nebraska Lincoln Chapter and was elected to the National Federation of the Blind of Nebraska State Board.  Currently, I have a job as a Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor for the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired.   

Now, after all of that, why am I a federationist?  The National Federation of the Blind helped me on a financial level for college, supported me as a blind individual, gave me a second family to rely on, and empowered me to achieve my best and not let obstacles get in my way.  I went to my first state convention with an open mind, open arms, and an open heart.  I was ready for help and ready to accept the challenge that comes with independence.  And that, my friend’s, is why I am a federationist.

The Event of the Century

by Bridgit Kuenning Pollpeter

From the Editor: Bridgit Kuenning Pollpeter is a senior at the University of Nebraska in Omaha and will graduate in 2011 with her BFA in creative writing. She intends to receive her MFA in creative nonfiction after graduating. Bridgit is the First Vice-president for the Omaha Chapter of the NFBN, and Secretary for the NFB Writers Division.  She is the editor-in-chief of the Nebraska Independent, the NFBN affiliate’s newsletter, and editor-in-chief for Slate & Style, the NFB’s Writers Division magazine. Here is a story, which may seem ordinary to many of us, but demonstrates how sometimes we encounter misunderstandings about blindness as we do the most basic things in our every day lives. Here is her story:

NOTE: This recounting of events contains a few instances of strong language.

The chill wind whips my hair as I cane along the Fuddrucker’s building with my long white cane searching for the door.  My friends do the same with their canes.  The scent of grease filters through the chill air.  It is the unmistakable odor of a hamburger joint.  We are cold, and we are hungry.  Finding the door, we all scurry inside.  We are seven friends out on a Saturday having a good time—we all happen to be blind.

Piling into the entrance, we tap our white canes investigating the restaurant.  Ross, my husband, and I find a wall and follow it with our canes tapping back-and-forth against the wall.  “Hey guys,” I call out, “I believe this is the counter.”  The click of cane tips echoes from all directions as Shane, Amy, Audra, Jamie and Carol find their way to the counter.  Since the menu is not available in Braille, I ask the cashier to please read the choices out loud.  Ross and I order as our friends from Lincoln, who we do not see often, decide what sounds best.

Grabbing my cup, I listen for the soda fountain.  Ice chinks into a cup and I follow the sound.  I encounter an island separating the soda fountain from where I stand.  Pausing for a second, I determine which direction to walk around the island, but before I can take another step, a stranger approaches me.

“Can I help you?” she asks.

“No thanks.  I’m just going to fill my cup,” I say.

As I step around the stranger, arcing my cane, I can tell she is hesitating.  Before I know what to do, she pinches a fold of my coat and yanks me around the island.

“It’s this way,” she says .

“Thanks, but that’s the direction I was moving in, ma'am.”

The stranger pauses again as my friends move past looking for an open table.

“Where is your companion?” she asks.

“Well, seeing as we’re all adults, we don’t have a companion.”  I follow the cane taps leaving the stranger alone to ponder the miracle happening before her eyes.

“The freak show’s out.  Everyone should grab their camera,” Audra says as I approach the table.  We all quietly chuckle.

We don’t mean to be rude, but we are all use to this reaction when in public.  The amazing blind people who have left the security of their homes!  Yes, I am cynical, but this has always been a part of my character.  Encountering ridiculous ideas and outdated attitudes towards blindness on a daily basis, keeps my cynicism fresh.

Eight years ago I would never have thought the hardest part of being blind was dealing with society’s perceptions and attitudes.  I very quickly adjusted to my blindness, and it is a part of who I am.  I accept it just as I accept the color of my hair or my inability to solve a math equation quickly.  I am no more amazing than anyone else, but because I do things without vision, it suddenly makes me exceptional.

It is difficult to be around people, not because I am blind, but because others usually have problems accepting me as a person and not as a blind person.  Sometimes, I would rather spend time with children because they have an innate ability to trust and not doubt because of a perceived reality.

My favorite past time these days is spending time with my nephew and nieces.  I must have the baby bug or something-- the biological clock and all.  They bring joy to my life, and yes, I must admit, I talk endlessly about them.

Caiden is seven and a bit too smart for his own good.  Chloe is five and extremely independent, but she loves with her whole heart.  Kensley is two, and she has the sweetest temperament, but every now and then, she gets a wild, mischievous glimmer in her eyes.  Penny is one and full of energy, but I have become a surrogate mother to her.

I have watched them evolve from tiny beings, into real people, and it is through them I see where the future can lie.

I am often met with dubious stares and hesitant concerns when people find out that I frequently watch my nephew and nieces.

“How could you watch children?”

“Isn’t it difficult?”

“Can blind people do that?”

I hear these questions repeatedly, and depending on my mood, I respond accordingly.  I do not believe how insulting people can be.  When I take the kids to the park or the mall or on a walk, people usually think the kids are guiding me around.  Yes, a seven-year-old, five-year-old, two-year-old and a baby guide me.  We would all be dead.  I wonder if people think about what they say.

The kids never question my abilities.  Blindness is normal to them.  My actions speak volumes to Caiden, Chloe, Kensley and Penny.  We think children have mental limitations, but they understand what adults can not.  My babies accept me and do not doubt their safety with me.

Caiden loves to play video games.  I think he is a bit young for this, but what do adults know, right?  If allowed, he would play all day long.  Once, my mom was watching the kids, and in an attempt to get Caiden to stop the game and play outside, she told him, “If you play too many video games you will go blind.”

Caiden’s response was, “Grandma, it’s not a big deal to be blind.  Look at Aunt Bridgy.”

With these words, I realize the impact I have on my nephew and nieces.  They are the beginning of a generation that can break the stereotypes about blindness.  The efforts I make seem so small, but through these children, I know the effect is lasting.

Recently Chloe has taken to walking around with her eyes closed because she, “Wants to be like Aunt Bridgy.”

Every time she is at my house, she insists on using a white cane to walk around with.  She is also fascinated with Braille and wants to learn this tactile form of print.  Every where she goes, she points out signs that have Braille on them.  She has no fear.  To Chloe, blindness is just another way to “be.”

Children are not caught up in their perceptions, but will believe what you tell them at face value.  Exposure to me has allowed my nephew and nieces to learn and understand that life does not stop after blindness.  Diversity is wide, and children accept people for who they are.  My children accept me as capable and confident—the way they view other adults in their lives.  In their eyes, I am no different, and there is no thought of limitations.

Kensley and Penny are still grasping the fact that I do not respond to visual cues, like nodding their heads.  Both have quickly adjusted to finding other means in which to express their wants.

When wanting to be held, they come to me and place their arms around my legs.  When they want to show me something like a toy, they place it in my hands.

Kensley and Penny do not question my ability to care for them.  To them, I am comfort, I am love, I am security, and of course I am food!  Sometimes, I pin a small bell to the back of their clothing so I know where they are, but usually their gibber-gabber gives their location away.  As Penny and Kensley learn to speak, they will understand that they must use their words, and not gestures, to communicate with me.  These two will grow up never thinking I am odd, or doubt that I can care for them.

Adults, on the other hand, do not see beyond my blindness.  The world created a reality in which blindness is a debilitating disability leaving one limited and to be pitied.  True, not everyone buys into the antiquated stereotypes, and not everyone believes me inferior, but, in my experience, most people still cling to old notions.

I was leaving campus one day, and a man approached me from behind and declared, “You are amazing!”  I knew what he meant, but I acted as though I had no clue.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You get around so well.  It is truly amazing you can walk.”

“Thanks, but I am blind, not paralyzed.”

“I just mean it is amazing you don’t run into stuff.”

“If I didn’t use this cane I would.”  I proceeded down the steps of the fine arts building.

Following behind me, he seemed poised to capture a blind person out of their natural environment.

I looked up as I felt snow fall lightly on my head and face.  “Wow, it’s snowing again?”

“See, you’re amazing!  How do you know it’s snowing?  It must be your sixth sense.”

“No, I feel it.  Can’t you?”

Diplomacy is the usual route I take, but there are times when I can no longer deal with the attitudes forced on me.  I try to educate—I try to be positive, but watch out if you catch me on a bad day.

I stood, a few months ago,  waiting at the curb to cross the street.  Listening to the traffic on Center street in front of me, and the traffic on Paddock road to my right, I prepare to cross.  As a person who is blind, I listen to the sound of traffic to help me cross a street, and yes, it is safe to do this.  Still not sure?  How many sighted people get into accidents?  I rest my case.

Once the light changes, it won’t stay green long, and I must zip across.  I wait and wait and wait-the red light (red as in I have the right-away) is a freakin’ fifteen-seconds long, but when traffic has the green, I stand here forever.  I checked the time, three o’ clock on the dot.  Come on.  I tapped my long white cane on the pavement out of boredom.

Suddenly, I’m grabbed by the elbow from behind.  With cars on Center Street still zooming by, a crazed pedestrian forces me into oncoming traffic.  I could not stop, so I continue this farce as this Crazy Carla dragged me across the street.  Cars whizzed and rumbled by, and I had no choice but to keep truckin’.

Reaching the other side, I slapped the strangers hand away and shouted, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Are you good?” Crazy Carla asked, ignoring my question.

“Are you insane?  You can see, right?  Clearly we did not have the right-away.  Shit!”

Crazy Carla, who, I swore,  was about to meet her fate back out on Center street , tried grabbing my arm again.

Grabbing her wrist, I asked, “Do I know you?  No, so what gives you the idea I want a complete stranger touching me?”

“Can you make it home from here?”

I stared in her direction.  Is she deaf?

“Uh, I think I’m good.  How the hell do you think I was getting around before you, like a maniac, drove me across the street?”

“Have a good day.  Ya’ sure you can get home okay?”

Throwing my backpack down, I shouted, “O-H MY GOD!  F**k you!”  Grabbing my bag, I turned and stomped towards my apartment complex.

No, I am not proud of such outburst, but I don’t accept the perceptions society has constructed about blindness either.  I, who was safely and cautiously waiting to cross a busy city street, was assumed incapable by a sighted person who threw caution to the wind and placed me, and themselves, into a dangerous situation.  Instead of thinking, “Hmm, this person is blind, but they are out and about on their own, they must be okay—they must know what they are doing,” they only “see” the blind girl standing alone and do not get past that thought.

My friends all have similar stories.  We are seven people enjoying each other’s company, but because we are all blind, it is considered the event of the century.

We range in age from twenty-five to thirty-five, some of us have children, all of us work, but it is an awesome accomplishment that we are socializing without a sighted companion.  It is even more incredible that our conversation sounds like any other conversation.  This confuses our server as the girls talk about what to do at the mall, and the guys talk about the football game playing on the television.

“You’re all blind, right?” he asks.

Seven voices chorus, “Yes.”

