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Choosing Only the Best for MCB
By Pat Cannon

The mission of MCB is to help blind persons achieve employment and independence and, as such, our message to the employer community is to look at the abilities of blind persons and give people who are blind an opportunity to compete for jobs on the basis of their abilities.

We believe, of course, that we should practice what we preach, and we have been doing so!

You’ve heard me say consistently that we should model to employers the importance of looking at the abilities of applicants and then select the most qualified person available – clearly a truth we have been practicing.

Consistent with this conviction, in the past several years, we have made conscious efforts to recruit capable blind people to the agency by informing organizations of and for the blind about any vacancies that occur.  Through this affirmative initiative, we have been successful in increasing the number of blind applicants in many selection processes.  

Several comments at a recent commission meeting have been critical of MCB’s hiring practices, suggesting that we have not been hiring enough people who are blind and calling on the commission to set a 50-percent quota.

Following February’s commission meeting, Chairperson Pilarski asked that I examine our recent hiring practices compared to practices 10 years ago.  I did so in mid-March, and here’s what I found:

1. In 1996, approximately 20 percent of all MCB staff were blind.  We had 111 employees then, including 17 in supervisory or management positions. Five of those 17, or 29 percent, were blind.

2. A total of 55 individuals were hired in the past 10 years—from 1997 to 2007—20 of whom were blind, a representation of 37 percent.

3. Two additional staff hired in this period were persons with disabilities, bringing to 40 percent the total number of individuals with disabilities hired during the past 10 years.  Or, in other words, two out of every five persons hired in this 10-year period were persons with disabilities, twice the 20 percent representation of people with disabilities in the general population.

4. During this 10-year period, three of the nine individuals who were promoted, or 33 percent, were blind persons.

5. One half, or 50 percent, of the six new hires in the past six months have been blind persons.

6. Currently, 35 percent of all MCB staff have a disability, with 33 of those individuals, or one third, being blind.

7. Currently, four of our nine managers, or 44 percent, are blind, an increase of more than 50 percent over the number of blind managers in 1996.

8. Today, three out of four people in the top four managerial positions in the agency, or 75 percent, are blind.  By contrast, in 1996, all top managers were sighted.
9. Further, the vast majority of managers 10 years ago were sighted, non-disabled, white males, compared to today’s two thirds who are female and 22 percent who are African American.

While I think we can be pleased with the progress we’ve shown in employing and promoting people who are blind, it’s important to note that we’ve achieved this growth without compromising the critical principle of always selecting the most qualified person available for the job.

So, I can say to Leamon that he was selected to be the commission’s Consumer Services Director because he was simply the best choice, not because of his blindness or minority status.

I can say to Sherri that she was selected for the job simply because she was the best.

We hired Lisa because she was the most qualified – nothing else.

Isn’t that what each of us wants as an individual:  to be considered for our abilities, to be given a chance to compete for a job or promotion on the basis of what we can do, not because of our color or disability?

Every person hired or promoted by the Michigan Commission for the Blind can know with certainty that they were selected because they were the best.

Further, everyone who competes for a job or promotion with the commission, whether they are blind or have perfect vision, knows that they can do so and be evaluated on their qualifications and abilities, not on their visual acuity.
Michigan Apples Now at Lansing Area BEP Locations
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Photo:  At the April 19 press conference, those with good things to say about Michigan apples included, left to right, Constance Zanger, Manager, MCB Business Enterprise Program; Mitch Irwin, Director, Michigan Department of Agriculture; Denise Yockey, Executive Director, Michigan Apple Committee; and State Representative Paul Opsommer (R, 93rd District).

If you work in the Lansing area, you may hear a lot more crunching these days.  That’s the sound of people enjoying fresh Michigan apples, now available at about two dozen mid-Michigan Business Enterprise Program cafeterias and snack stands.  
An April 19 press conference at the State Plate in Lansing across from the Capitol building announced the apples’ debut, with a sticker identifying each apple as Michigan’s own crisp, local produce.

Those speaking at the press conference and distributing Michigan apples were MCB’s BEP Manager Constance Zanger and mid-Michigan area Promotional Agent David Robinson, as well as Michigan Department of Agriculture Director Mitch Irwin, Michigan Apple Committee Executive Director Denise Yockey, and State Representative Paul Opsommer (R-93rd District).  The press conference was covered by Lansing’s WLAJ-TV ABC 53 and the Michigan Farm Radio Network.

It all began when the Michigan Apple Committee approached Supplier Diversity Liaison Doug Spade for suggestions on how they could better work with business owners with disabilities.  Doug Spade introduced the apple growers’ group to Constance Zanger and Dave Robinson.  Dave worked with the Lansing D.O.G. vendors (as the Downtown Operators Group likes to call itself).  As a result, a Michigan grower has agreed to routinely deliver fresh apples at a reasonable cost to the Lansing area operators who have agreed to feature Michigan apples in their facilities.
According to MCB Insight’s informal surveys, the apples have been selling well, and customers appreciate the opportunity to buy fresh, healthy produce while they support Michigan farmers.
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Photo:  Elyse Ver Berkmoes (left), Assistant Farm Director of Michigan Farm Radio Network interviews Constance Zanger, BEP Manager, and David Robinson, BEP Promotional Agent.

Taking Care of Business at the MTSA Spring Conference
By Dave Greenwald
On March 5, 6, and 7, the Michigan Transition Services Association held its Annual Spring Conference in Frankenmuth.  This year’s theme was Taking Care of Business, and take care of business they did!

The pre-conference workshop, “The Art of Creating Opportunity,” by Denise Bissonnette, dealt with tools for finding and retaining employment.  These tools drew on the themes of motivation, self-esteem, vocational assessment, job placement, and job retention.  The keynote address, “Making a Difference,” with Charlie Adams, focused humorously and inspirationally on dealing with differences and the importance of attitude and perspective.  The final plenary session, an “Update on Special Education,” by Beth Steenwyk, was a fast-paced look at the educational and employment situation today and into the future.   These presentations merged with all the well-crafted breakout sessions in between to produce a conference that was creative, informative, enjoyable, and exceedingly well organized.

The legal/educational definition of Transition Services refers primarily to students aged 14 to 26. This was indeed the focus of most of the people attending this conference.  However, a broader definition of the word “transition” includes anyone or anything that is in the process of changing. Taken this way, the concept of transition is certainly applicable to us and to the people we work with who may be transitioning from functioning visually to functioning non-visually, or from being dependent and unemployed to being independent and employed.  All life is a process of change, or transition, and the people at this conference embraced this concept creatively, realistically, and joyously.

Breakout sessions included such dynamic topics as…

· Taking Care of Business…With Social Skills

· Empowering Students

· Career Prep--It’s For Everyone!

· The Benefits of Mentoring Youth With Disabilities

· Transition: The Big Picture (Educating Educators)

· I Am Going to Be Able to Use This Math!

· Social Security Disability/SSI and Work –What Happens When Employment Begins

· Michigan Wage & Hour Laws

· Supported Employment Definition: TEAM WORK!

· Positive Collaborative Partnerships and Creative Transition Planning

· Special Needs Trusts Made Easy

· …and many other subjects that all dealt with helping individuals navigate major change in their lives.  

MCB staff attending this year’s MTSA Conference included Jim Baird, Sherry Gordon, Shannon McVoy, Mary Zemlick, and me, Dave Greenwald.  In addition to a well-received MCB information table, Sherry, Jim, Mary, and I hosted a breakout session, “The MCB Path to College Success.”  There was also an excellent session, “It Has To Be Our Business,” presented by Jackie Hosey, Camp Director, Opportunities Unlimited for the Blind.  And while this conference proved not to be the ideal venue for us to get the word out about our College Assessment and our College Prep program, there was unanimous agreement that the conference as a whole was extremely beneficial and should be attended by more MCB staff members in the future. 

MCB Summer Programs for Youth Nearly Double in 2007
This summer the Michigan Commission for the Blind (MCB) will offer seven programs for high school youth who are blind or visually impaired, all designed to provide opportunities to prepare for independence and postsecondary education or employment.  This is nearly double the four programs offered in 2006.  This year’s programs include the following:
Summer STAGES (Students Achieving Their Goals, Empowered and Self-Confident), June 10 through August 17, offered by the Michigan Commission for the Blind and the Disability Network of Mid-Michigan, is open to MCB clients ages 14-21 who are in high school.  The day program provides up to 10 weeks of fun and social activities including bike riding, fishing, job tours, and an adventure team‑building day plus work experience at Camp Fish Tales in Pinconning, north of Bay City and just inland from Saginaw Bay.  For more information, contact Raymond Kirklin at 810-760-2034 or Danielle Smith at 517-335-2871.

MCB Business Enterprise Program Summer Employment, June 18 through August 10, is an eight-week food service and vending internship in MCB's Business Enterprise Program for blind and visually impaired youth ages 15-22.  Participants work 20-30 hours per week, at $6.95 per hour. The June 18 through August 10 timeline is flexible.  For more information, contact Lucy Edmonds at 517‑373-3459.

The Summer in the City Youth Program in Grand Rapids, June 18-28, is a day program that provides training for visually impaired youth ages 14 to 21 whose goals include postsecondary education and/or transitioning into competitive employment.  This program is administered through the Association for the Blind and Visually Impaired in Grand Rapids in partnership with MCB.  Programs are taught in a group setting.  The focus is on developing job readiness skills and daily living skills including non-verbal communication skills, personal grooming, and orientation and mobility.  For more information, contact Marcia Beare at 616-356-0188.
The MCB Detroit Youth Summer Program, June 25 through August 17, is for blind and visually impaired youth ages 14-21. The program includes a day program offering work experience and opportunities to develop vocational skills and personal adjustment skills, plus a one-week residential computer camp at Marygrove College.  For more information, current MCB clients should contact their MCB counselor.  Others please contact Shawnese Laury-Johnson at 313-456-1957.

The MCB College Prep Program, June 28 through August 18, at Western Michigan University (WMU) is for blind and visually impaired high school juniors and seniors, to give potential college students the opportunity to take a college class for credit and find out what it's like to be a college student.  Students will live on the campus of WMU and have other classes and activities planned by MCB.  The last day to begin the required college assessment in Kalamazoo is June 18.  For more information, students should contact their MCB counselor or one of the MCB College Prep Program Coordinators:  Lisa Kisiel at 269-337-3238 or Shannon McVoy at 269-337-3449.

Lions Bear Lake Camp, July 15-28, is a residential camp focusing on outdoor fun, skill development, encouraging independence, and developing social skills.  The camp includes a half-day of employment preparation activities led by Michigan Commission for the Blind staff.  For more information, contact Elizabeth White at 810-760-2037.
The Quest for Success Summer Youth Program at Camp Tuhsmeheta, July 22-28, is a week-long summer camp for blind and visually impaired youth ages 14-18.  The camp activities will focus on independent living and socialization skills, career readiness, assistive technology, and traditional summer camp fun such as water sports, campfire stories, crafts, a dance, hikes, and more.  Camp Tuhsmeheta is located near Greenville, Michigan.  Quest for Success is sponsored by the Michigan Commission for the Blind (MCB) and Opportunities Unlimited for the Blind (OUB). For more information, current MCB clients should contact their counselor.  All others please contact Faith Meadows at 269-337-3855.
Kids Visit MCBTC for Bring Your Child to Work Day

Thursday, April 26, was Bring Your Child to Work Day, and several young visitors were helping their parents at the MCB Training Center in Kalamazoo.  

Cindy Perkins’ 5-year-old daughter Breanna Perkins was at the center for half a day to help her mom teach mobility and orientation.  Brianna observed very carefully, and helped with a shopping cart during one lesson at a nearby supermarket.  She also learned about Braille.

Maintenance Supervisor Dan Grover and Maintenance Mechanic Randy Dykstra both brought their sons to work for the day.  Kyle Grover, age 8, and Daniel Dykstra, age 11, put in a full day’s work with their dads, taking time out to learn a little bit about skills of blindness.  Daniel had to write an essay about his experience as a school assignment, and this is how he described the day:

“Today I spent the day with my dad at his work.  He works at the Michigan Commission for the Blind Training Center.

I did a lot of things at my dad’s work.  I had breakfast with the students.  I went around the building and met the staff.  Next I helped my dad with salt for the water softeners. . . . 

We also checked the temperature and pressure of the boilers.
Next I had a Braille lesson.  It was really neat to be able to read with my fingers.  After lunch I painted parts for the windows of the building.  I helped my dad put up new signs on the bathroom doors.  The most fun of all was the mobility class where I learned to walk blindfolded with a cane.  I really liked going to my dad’s work with him.”
Thanks to the parents and the other training center staff, the kids learned about their parents’ jobs.
Thanks to the kids, shopping carts were pushed, window handles were painted, and bathroom signs were put up—all in a good day’s work at the MCB Training Center!  
Letters
A client of Rosalind Byers-Lang, a rehab teacher at the Saginaw office, ’wrote this letter of thanks, reprinted below in part.

Dear Rosalind:

I had to write to express my appreciation for your visit here. . . . I am visiting my ophthalmologist on Monday and I will leave some of your cards with him for other patients. . . . I am writing this with one of the wide-ruled pages you left underneath my paper.  This is a help.

Three Detroit rehab teachers received compliments when one of Betty Rush’s consumers wrote with compliments for Betty and all of the Mini Adjustment Seminar staff, including Connie Henshaw and Marcie Brink-Chaney.
Dear Betty:

I cannot thank you enough for suggesting the MCB Mini Adjustment Conference.  You were absolutely right.  The classes, hints, and the knowledge of the low vision aids are a great help.  All of the teachers are wonderful people, and I want to thank you all for making my future a brighter one. . . . I will always cherish this experience. . . . I am now using my white cane with very little apprehension.  I have also continued on learning Braille, and I am determined to read it well. . . . Thank you again for all that you do for me.

Staff News

Constance Zanger accepted the BEP Manager position, effective this past March 25.  Previously, Connie had served as the Assistant Manager of BEP since 1995.

LeAnne Ford was hired as a rehabilitation teacher to fill the vacancy left by Rose Dunlap-Gist in Gaylord. LeAnne began her employment through Saginaw Valley Rehabilitation Center (SVRC) on April 2.
Rasheen Clark began work April 9 as a rehabilitation counselor at the Detroit Office.  She graduated from Wayne State University with an M.A. in Rehabilitation Counseling in December 2006.  She began working for the Michigan Department of Human Services (DHS) in August 2002.  Prior to that, she worked for a couple of different community organizations providing support services to adults with developmental disabilities and mental illness.
Jim Baird has announced that he plans to retire in May, with his last day of work on May 31.  Jim says his plans for retirement are to “keep busy.”
Christopher Rasmussen has also announced his plans to retire, with his last day of work on June 29, after 37 years with the MCB Training Center.  Chris has been selected for this month’s MCB Insight Staff Profile, which follows.
MCB Staff Profile:  Chris Rasmussen
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Photo: In this 2005 photo, Chris Rasmussen receives his DLEG plaque for 35 years of service to the state of Michigan.  He received the plaque at the April 18, 2005, commission meeting in Kalamazoo.
Christopher Rasmussen, known as Chris to most people at the MCB Training Center in Kalamazoo, officially holds the position of Domestic Service Aide.  Unofficially, he’s the training center’s Keeper of Historical Knowledge, having worked there longer than anyone else—since June 8, 1970.  

Originally from Lansing, Chris graduated in 1967 from the Michigan School for the Blind.  He also worked there as a House Parent Assistant before moving to Kalamazoo to work at the MCB Training Center.  

Describing his current work, Chris says, “Mostly, I clean the dorm rooms and laundry rooms before the new students come in.  I also help the maintenance department when I can.  I help with shoveling snow in winter and mowing in the summer, and I also help with the evening meal in the kitchen.”
Over 37 years, there have been a lot of changes at the MCB Training Center.  Chris says, “We’ve come a long way at the center.  In the past, staff would come around once a week and change the beds, pass out towels, and do a lot of things for the students.  We used to clean the students’ rooms, and in the cafeteria we’d pour juice, pour coffee, and help people to the tables.”
“Now students are more independent,” says Chris.  “We have the beds made up when the students get here, but otherwise the students are in charge of their own rooms and cleaning up after themselves.  Students go out once a week for dinner, and there’s a trend to encourage independence.  Some students will say, ‘Let’s have a potluck’ or ‘Let’s cook our own meal.’  There’s been quite a lot of that lately.”

Chris says that his Uncle Clayton, who has a dairy farm east of Greenville, has been an inspiration and an important influence during his life.  “He wouldn’t let me use my visual impairment as an excuse to get out of farm work,” says Chris.  “He’s an inspiration to me because he showed me how to do things safely, and then I did chores with the rest of my cousins.  The summer I graduated from high school I spent the whole summer there, and I got paid and filed taxes and everything.  Uncle Clayton is still running the dairy farm, with my one cousin.  Uncle Clayton still does farm work even though he’s close to 80.”
Chris has been married to his wife Marzella for 30 years.  He met her at a Council of the Blind meeting in Kalamazoo.  Chris likes classical music, oldies, old time rock & roll, and traditional Christian music, and he’s best known for collecting 1/16 scale John Deere  tractors and “anything John Deere.”
Asked about his plans for retirement, Chris says, “I think retirement will give me a chance to go down and spend some time with my daughter and granddaughters.  I can tell them I’ll stay as long as they can stand me!  Maybe I’ll spend a little time at my uncle’s farm, maybe go up for a weekend when they fill the silo.  I might volunteer.  Marzella already does with the American Cancer Society.  There’s a secondhand store where she helps, and she just loves it, and I said, when I retire, I can join you as a volunteer there.  Probably the first couple of months I’ll just get used to the idea that I don’t have to keep track of my annual leave!  Mostly, I just plan on spending time with family.
“I just hope that MCB keeps moving forward in spite of these budget cuts, and I hope that, like Pat Cannon says, that someday Michigan will be known as the best place to be if you’re blind, and that Michigan will be the place to come to become accomplished in the skills of blindness.”
MCB Insight is a bimonthly e-mail newsletter published by the Michigan Commission for the Blind (MCB) and distributed to MCB staff during the first week of odd-numbered months.  If you have articles or ideas for MCB Insight, please send them to Susan Turney at turneys@michigan.gov anytime.  Your suggestions and comments are welcome.  This publication is available in alternative formats upon request to persons with disabilities.  

Contributors and others assisting with this issue:  Pat Cannon, Rosalind Byers-Lang, Sherry Gordon, Dave Greenwald, Sherri Heibeck, Chris Rasmussen, Bob Robertson, Dave Robinson, Betty Rush, and Constance Zanger.
Editor:  Susan Turney, Communications & Outreach Coordinator, Michigan Commission for the Blind, DLEG.
Associate Editor:  Bob Robertson, Manager of Organizational Development, Michigan Commission for the Blind, DLEG

The Michigan Commission for the Blind, a part of the Michigan Department of Labor & Economic Growth, is an equal opportunity employer/program.  

Michigan Commission for the Blind

Michigan Department of Labor & Economic Growth

201 N. Washington Square, 2nd floor

P.O. Box 30652

Lansing, MI 48909

Voice (toll-free) 1-800-292-4200

TTY (toll-free) 1-888-864-1212

www.michigan.gov/mcb
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