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Raising the Bar
By Pat Cannon

As you know, State Superintendent of Public Instruction Mike Flanagan was a featured speaker at the December 11 commission meeting.  He discussed the new Merit curriculum, which raises the bar on graduation requirements for all high school students in Michigan. This aligns well with our role, as we set high expectations for our consumers.  

For those of you who didn’t have an opportunity to attend or tune in to the commission meeting and hear Mr. Flanagan, let me briefly recap.

Mr. Flanagan briefly reviewed the graduation requirements for Michigan students and expressed his conviction that ALL Michigan students must be successful in obtaining higher levels of achievement, particularly in math and science.  The decline of the automotive industry in Michigan, which provided a strong economic foundation in the state for so long, has had a severe impact on the economy of this state, and with the resulting decline in employment opportunities, Governor Jennifer M. Granholm has worked hard to improve the standard of education.  The new education requirement passed by the legislature and signed into law by the governor has sent a strong signal that Michigan is very serious about student achievement, which has attracted new companies such as Google to the state.  

 

Superintendent Flanagan said now that the higher graduation requirements are signed into law, it will be a challenge to achieve them, particularly the requirement for all children to pass Algebra II.  The state’s Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) test has been replaced by the American College Testing (ACT) exam, with 25 percent of the math section consisting of Algebra II material.  Mr. Flanagan said if students are not thoroughly prepared, they will not only fail the test but also miss the opportunity to earn Michigan’s new $4,000 Michigan Promise scholarship. 
 

He said that there are no waivers on the 16 credit requirements for graduation for any child, and that the system must adapt to accommodate all students to help them achieve graduation with specialized instruction, supports, modifications, and accommodations.  This includes all students, regardless of impairments, disabilities, economic disadvantage, or troubled backgrounds.  The state and the community need to work together to ensure that these requirements, the toughest in the nation, are achieved.

 

Regarding children with special needs, the Michigan Department of Education (MDE) system will determine whether the Individual Employment Plan (IEP) will trump the graduation requirements, and as the person responsible for the system, Mr. Flanagan said it is not his intention to allow this unless he is assured all possible efforts have been expended.  If it’s determined that, despite everyone’s best efforts, one particular requirement cannot be met, the student is still responsible for meeting the other requirements.  He said that poverty, above all, is the greatest obstacle students can face.  With a national drop-out rate of 25 percent, the governor has worked hard to create the Michigan Promise scholarship to encourage students to continue their education.

 

As I said before, raising expectations is consistent with the mission of MCB.  Mr. Flanagan has spoken with me about the need for teachers to learn different ways in which to teach, and he has indicated that MDE’s commission will study alternative teaching methods in teacher preparation.   Mr. Flanagan also indicated that he believes eventually all students will have IEPs.  

In concluding his December 11 remarks, he thanked the commission for the opportunity to speak, and said that what MDE currently does with the use of IEPs for children who are blind or have other disabilities may be the model for the future.  

He added that, in a global economy, Michigan students need to be competitive, not only with Indiana, but also with India.
Here in MCB, we’re working hard to ensure that our consumers take the most demanding path, which leads to the best opportunities in Michigan’s global economy.
 
DNR Models New Meeting Policy After DLEG’s
The Michigan Department of Natural Resources (DNR) is now asking people attending meetings to "refrain from using heavily-scented personal care products in order to enhance accessibility for everyone."  According to Kelly Grumelot of the DNR, "Our department has been implementing our new language for meeting notices and the public has taken notice. We used DLEG's policy as a model."  The Michigan Commission for the Blind, in addition to Michigan Rehabilitation Services and the Michigan Commission on Disability Concerns, had an active role in crafting the DLEG accessible meetings policy.  An article ran in the December 4 edition of the Bay City Times on the new DNR policy. 
Reaching Out and Why
By Susan Turney
From time to time, I help staff the MCB booth at various conventions and conferences.  I’ve had people come up to me at an eye doctor’s convention and at a tourism-related convention, asking, “What are you folks doing here?  I haven’t seen you at one of these before?”  It’s a reasonable question, and it’s one that our own staff might ask.

The best kind of events where we can personally meet new consumers are ones like local health fairs, community services fairs, or the Visions 2006 vendor fair in Ann Arbor.  These events give us a wonderful opportunity to meet people who can use our services but may not have heard about us yet.  

Of course, we also need to exchange information and maintain good relationships with others in the rehab field.  In the past, MCB has had a booth at all of the major rehab conferences, and we continue to do this.  
In addition to meeting with new consumers and fellow rehab professionals, we need to expand recognition of our agency among others who have a direct impact on the lives of people who are blind or visually impaired.

One of these groups is eye care professionals.  When people begin having troubles with their vision, they usually go to an eye doctor.  If the eye doctor can pass along information about MCB to a patient who is legally blind, this gives the patient an opportunity to contact us at the time of need, instead of a year or two later.  By attending eye care conventions and mailing information to eye care professionals during 2006, we now have our Welcome to MCB brochure in eye doctors’ offices across the state.
Another group is employers.  MCB staff who do job placements know that a negative employer attitude can override even the most outstanding job applicant’s qualifications.  MCB attends job fairs, such as the Capital Area Michigan Works! fall and spring job expos, and industry conventions such as the December tourism-related convention sponsored by the Department of History, Arts, and Libraries, to let employers know that people who are blind and visually impaired are already working in these fields, and that MCB can help match employer needs with qualified MCB consumers.

We also participate in events such as the Lansing Board of Water and Light Chili Cook-Off to get our agency’s name in front of the general public, and to let people know that people who are blind and visually impaired are integrated into all aspects of life in the community.
When someone says “Commission for the Blind?  What are you doing here?”  that’s an opportunity to talk about MCB’s services, about the capabilities of people who are blind and visually impaired, and about how MCB and others can work together for everyone’s benefit.  It’s an opportunity we don’t want to miss.
Image and Identity Team Seeks Additional Members 

The MCB Image and Identity Team is seeking additional members.  This group focuses on ways to increase awareness of the Michigan Commission for the Blind and its programs and services, such as through collaboration with other organizations, publications, the MCB website, media, community events, and more. The quarterly meetings are usually in Lansing from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m., and the 2007 meetings are expected to be at a location with free parking.  Box lunches will be provided.  The committee is open to anyone who would like to participate, including MCB staff, consumers, community partners, and others interested in these topics.  For more information, to attend a meeting to see what it’s like, or to join the team, please contact Susan Turney at 517-241-8631 or turneys@michigan.gov.

E-mails
Sherry Gordon received an e-mail from Christine Pada, a counselor at the Escanaba office, who wrote to share a success story.

In her message, Christine explained that she’d had a referral of a Youth Low Vision student who was home-schooled.  Christine did some research, and found out that a child who is registered with the local school and state is eligible for special education services.  She e-mailed the local teacher consultant for the visually impaired (TCVI) and the special education director and explained the situation.  The TCVI said she would be able to work with the student once she received documentation of the vision problem.

Christine said that the parent was happy to hear that the child would get some help, after struggling with how to accommodate the child’s needs and worrying about the future – happy enough, in fact, to say that Christine had created a “miracle” for the child, to which Christine replied, “What a nice compliment!”

Staff News

Renee Biondo Vredevoogd, a rehab counselor with the Detroit office, has left MCB after more than seven years of service.  Her last day was November 17.  

Nichole Wright has transferred from Michigan Rehabilitation Services to begin work as a counselor at the Lansing Regional office, filling the position formerly held by Janis Benstead.  Nichole has been attending various team meetings to find out how she can participate and best contribute her talents.  
Patricia Angerman has been hired by the Grand Rapids office as a part-time rehab teacher.  Pat did her rehabilitation teaching internship with Grand Rapids MCB counselor Michelle Visscher this past summer and is currently completing her rehabilitation counseling internship.  

Rose Dunlap Gist, a rehab instructor with the Gaylord office, has left her position with MCB due to health concerns.  Rose worked as a contract employee through the Saginaw Valley Rehabilitation Center for nearly 10 years of dedicated service.  Colleagues and friends surprised her with a farewell luncheon in Traverse City. 

Lynne Hall retired in December from her work as an occupational therapist at the MCB Training Center.  She began working at the center in 1970 as one of the original staff.  It’s apparently a tough habit to break—Lynne says she’s coming back to volunteer!  Staff held a farewell party for her in Kalamazoo on December 14.

Marcia Beare, a new counselor who began working at the Grand Rapids office on November 13, is under contract with the Saginaw Valley Rehab Center.  She was formerly the director of the Martin Resource Center of the Allegan County United Way.
Brittainy Winn, a co-op student from Everett High School, began working part-time at the Central Office in mid-December.  Brittainy is assisting with filling requests for publications, producing audio tapes, printing Braille materials, copying, and other tasks.  

MCB Staff Profile:  Sandra Fortier
Sandra Fortier, known to most people as Sandy, is a word processing assistant at the MCB Training Center in Kalamazoo.

Sandy started work at the center on May 21, 1973, when the facility was known as the Michigan Rehabilitation Center for the Blind.  At that time, Sandy used a Dictaphone and a Selectric typewriter.  Now she uses a computer to produce documents such as service authorizations, low vision evaluations, justifications for low-vision devices, purchase authorizations, and more.

Sandy grew up in Alpena.  She says that her eye doctor and her parents were ahead of their time in their belief that a child who was visually impaired could – and should – go to school with sighted kids.  Sandy also went to Alpena Community College and Michigan State University, where she started out in elementary education.  “I wanted to get into elementary education and teach blind kids,” explained Sandy.  “Later I realized that working with kids wasn’t for me, but I still wanted to work with people who are blind.”  

“What I did was I went back to community college and got some clerical courses.”

Sandy’s coursework included many practical tasks in working for a fictitious supply company.  “I took a state civil service exam in school, and then there was a vacancy for a typist at the center in April 1973.  My parents took me to the center for the interview.  In the interview, I had to type a final counseling summary and a final authorization.  I did well.”

According to Sandy, her job at the MCB Training Center is exactly what she was looking for.  “I’m grateful to work at the center,” she says, “because it gives me another way to work with blind people, which was my primary goal.”

Starting with a job, Sandy built her career.  She became certified as a professional secretary in 1986, and she’s currently a member-at-large of the International Association of Administrative Professionals.  She’s written papers which have appeared in professional publications, including one titled “Fulfilling Dreams for Blind Professional Secretaries.”  She’s also taken a number of business courses through the Hadley School.

“I want to stay here at the center as long as I can,” says Sandy.  “I’m not interested in early retirement.  I like new projects that get me thinking.”  She’s currently working on a procedural manual.  Her motto is “better your best.”  She admits that she works hard at trying not to get too “uptight about projects.”

Here are some things you might not know about Sandy.  She has a twin sister.  She enjoys going to antique shops, museums, and classical music concerts.  She reads a lot, mostly historical fiction that’s more history than fiction.  She writes poetry, and she’s entered poetry contests sponsored by her local newspaper.  Sandy is also known for her historical knowledge of MCB and her ability to spell obscure words.

In closing, Sandy says, “I have my mother to thank for a lot of things.  She never gave up on me.  She’s always been a strong advocate for me.  She wanted me to have all the opportunities that any other child growing up would have.  She viewed me as not being any different from my [sighted] twin sister.  She said just because I don’t see well, I shouldn’t keep from trying to do things.”

You can reach Sandy “Walking Dictionary” Fortier at the MCB Training Center in Kalamazoo at (269) 337-3853 or fortiers@michigan.gov.  Her poem, titled “Visually Impaired,” written in 2000, is printed below.

VISUALLY IMPAIRED

By Sandra Fortier

The other day after I got done swimming at the Y,

I met a mother inwardly beautiful, smart, and

Filled with a loving heart.

Her little boy asked, “Why does that lady  walk with a white cane?

Is she in pain?”

The mother replied, “Perhaps she is,

Because she cannot see.

I don’t know how that came to be.

But I do know, Tommy, 

That God made us all  very special,

Including those of us who can’t walk,  talk, 

Hear, think, or see.”

What is it like to be blind or partially sighted?

This is a subject on which I must dwell.

Sometimes that is hard to tell what it is like 

Just by looking at people.

Living with blindness or limited vision,

Either congenital or adventitious,

Can be much like meandering through a crazy funhouse consisting 

Of dark rooms filled with cobwebs or gloom

And dropoffs and  twirligigs and chutes tripping people up

And mazes constructed with funny windows displaying

And mirrors reflecting 

Some images that seem larger

Others smaller

Some taller

Others shorter

Some fatter

Others skinnier

Than what the average person sees.

Facing the future as a newly visually-impaired person,  I pondered

And often wondered,

“How will our world so shattered

Have ever mattered

To the ‘normal’ crowd?”

Trying to describe it to them

Is like explaining why

Everything is dark,

Colors are faded,     

The ocean is deeper,

Steps are much steeper.

Halls appear narrower or wider

Or other things seem much nearer or farther to us

Than they do to the rest of the world.

Having no vision or partial sight 

 Is a feeling 

Of being locked into a closet or a box

Enveloped in complete darkness or dim light

From floor to ceiling.

Sometimes poor vision resembles

A pair of shackles

Bound ever so tight

Even challenging Houdini’s might!

Am I raising anyone’s hackles

By implying I’m giving up the fight?

Heavens, no!

Like a baseball player just up to bat,

I shall not give up just like that!

I,  Hannah Huggles, 

Did hope and can finally cope with life’s struggles and rigor

Filled with recently acquired vigor,

Thanks to Center staff

Who have crossed my path!

With much firmness yet kindness,

They have shown me that

One does live a fulfilling life

Despite blindness!

As a happy ending to my story

Now I can glory,

Turning past tragedy into triumph!
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