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MCB Honors Exceptional Clients, Community Partners, and Employers

By Pat Cannon, MCB State Director
December’s MCB Commission Board meeting brought with it our annual Achievement Honor Roll Awards.  Congratulations and a round of applause to all the recipients!  The holiday season presents the perfect atmosphere and attitude for recognizing their many achievements.  We are elated by the news coverage we have received due to this event so far.  Several television news stations and newspapers (both local and statewide) picked up the various stories.  Of course, one of the important reasons to celebrate is to use this as an opportunity to educate the public about MCB’s services.  It is also a vital part of showing the community and potential employers that there are successful, capable, active, working blind individuals out there.  In addition, by acknowledging the efforts and successes of our community partners, we draw the attention of more organizations for possible new relationships with MCB.  Let us not forget, however, that it’s also a wonderful way to give hope to the many visually impaired people who may feel lost or incapable right now.  The tremendously heart-warming and high-spirited stories of success from other folks with challenges similar to their own can be a very powerful and positive motivation.  If you are not familiar with the stories of the 2009 award recipients, they are detailed in the article below.
As a final note, it’s important to remind ourselves each year how far we’ve come and how much we’ve accomplished as an agency.  Usually, most of our attention is on what needs to be done, rather than on what we have done.  I hope that you will take a moment in this new year to reflect on the good work that you do, and that we do together as an agency.  We can be proud of our individual and collective accomplishments, in collaboration with our many partners.    

Achievement Honor Roll Award Recipients Recognized December 11
By Christine Movalson, Communications & Outreach Intern, and Susan Turney, Communications & Outreach Coordinator
Last month MCB presented its annual Achievement Honor Roll Awards at the Commission Board meeting at the Kellogg Center in East Lansing.  The Achievement Honor Roll Awards are presented annually to MCB clients who are exemplary in achieving their goals for employment and/or independent living after vision loss, community partners recognized for their collaboration with MCB in increasing opportunities for people who are blind or visually impaired to achieve independence and/or employment, and employers who have shown leadership in hiring people who are blind or visually impaired based on their abilities. Below are the 2009 MCB Achievement Honor Roll Award recipients:  

MCB Clients:  
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Photo:  LeeAnn Buckingham

LeeAnn Buckingham (52) of DeWitt (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Counselor Nichole Wright) is the owner of Framer’s Edge Custom Frame Shop and Gallery in Okemos.  She has put her energy, talent, and passion into her business and has always taken pride in its success.  When she suddenly lost her vision, she was unsure if she could stay in business.  Buckingham said, “It was important to me, the challenge of keeping my business going, to take care of the people who work for me because they take such good care of me, and because small businesses are so important to the community.”  She began working with MCB in March 2008, receiving orientation and mobility training.  She also received talking computer software and training in how to use it, and because of this, now she can independently do payroll, schedule employees, order from suppliers, use email, and print letters and envelopes.  Buckingham said, “Just because you have a visual impairment doesn’t mean you can’t excel.  There are a lot of people out there who will help, and the Michigan Commission for the Blind is a great way to start.”
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Photo:  James Chaney

James Chaney (42) of Detroit (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Counselor Euan Singleton) received training in skills of blindness at the residential MCB Training Center in Kalamazoo.  He realized that education was the key to achieving his goals.  In addition, Chaney said, “I always wanted my kids to see me as an example of somebody who doesn’t give up, in spite of obstacles.”  After his initial skills training, he began the extensive food service training in the MCB Business Enterprise Program, with the goal of operating his own business.  Today, Chaney is the licensed operator and manager of Café DeVille, located in Cadillac Place in Detroit, specializing in fresh-brewed espresso coffee drinks, sandwiches, salads, and desserts.  During the summer of 2009, Chaney employed a blind high school student as part of the BEP summer work program.  At the end of the summer, the student said he’d like to operate a similar business of his own someday.  Chaney has achieved his own goal of becoming a successful entrepreneur and caterer—and he’s also giving back to the community, mentoring the next generation.
[image: image3.jpg]


Photo:  Tony Prohaska

Tony Prohaska (87) of Standish (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Teacher Rosalind Byers-Lang) grew up in a family of 14, farming 300 acres and milking 20 cows every day.  When he began losing his vision, he became inactive for the first time in his life, and was frustrated about the things he couldn’t do anymore.  In that situation, Prohaska said, “You just go nuts!”  His eye doctor referred him to the Michigan Commission for the Blind, and his family encouraged him to attend a Mini Adjustment Program.  During that week and in the months that followed, he learned how to get around independently using a white cane, how to identify his money by folding the bills according to denomination, how to use kitchen appliances with raised dot markings, and more.  After regaining his independence and self-confidence, he rediscovered an old hobby—latch-hooking rugs.  To date, he has designed and made more than 50 one-of-a-kind rugs.  Speaking about his MCB training, Prohaska said, “I would tell other people with vision loss, listen to them, and try the training, and you can learn some things that will be helpful.”
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Photo:  Kristina Richard

Kristina Richard (37) of Gwinn (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Counselor Christine Pada) attended the MCB Training Center, where she learned computer skills and life skills including how to do a budget and how to get audio books through the state’s MCB Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped.  In addition, she said, “Being around other blind people brought me to another level and got me out of denial.  I learned that it was okay to be visually impaired, and that I wasn’t the only one.”  MCB also assisted with college expenses, work experience opportunities, and—in collaboration with Goodwill Industries—job development services.  Now she’s successfully employed as a day care aide.  She enjoys the work and especially the children, who shout “Tina, Tina, Tina!” when she walks in the door.  For others with visual impairment,  she said, “I would highly recommend they check out the Michigan Commission for the Blind and actually give it a chance.  At first, I kind of blew it off.  Then later I realized that, hey, this is an extremely useful resource!”
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Photo:  Fedele Saverino

Fedele Saverino (94) of Grosse Pointe Woods (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Teacher Taletha Crawley) is a veteran who says that now he lives a “nice, normal life” in spite of his vision loss.  At one time, his vision loss made it difficult for him to do the things he used to do.  Saverino said, “I was low down in the dumps.”   As a part of the Independent Living program, MCB staff helped him modify his home.  With adaptations like raised bumps on the microwave and a cutting board that’s black on one side and white on the other side to contrast with any color food, he began cooking for his wife again.  He also received a magnifier to help him see his computer better, so he can make music CDs from his collection of vinyl records and cassette tapes.  Saverino said, “I’m just delighted.  Now I’m doing everything, and it’s working out real good and I appreciate their help.  It opened up another world.”
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Photo:  Alberta Thompson

Alberta Thompson (86) of Jackson (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Teacher Roberta McCall) said at first that she didn't know what else MCB could do that hadn't already been done.  Later, Thompson attended a week-long MCB Mini Adjustment program held in Detroit along with her daughter-in-law.  Then Thompson continued her learning at home as she applied her new skills.  She learned how to test her blood sugar by herself using a talking monitor, saving hundreds of dollars in assistance costs every year.  She learned new techniques for cooking and now uses a magnifier to read her cookbooks.  She began to teach a class in Scrabble for her friends, and it became so popular that they had to set up a waiting list.  Recently Thompson said, "My biggest heartache was that I couldn't help people the way I used to.  I didn't have anything to live for.  Now I do things I didn't think I ever could do.  There isn't a day goes by that I don't think about the help I got from the Michigan Commission for the Blind.  I can walk.  I can do for myself.  I'm actually pretty lucky."

Community Partners: 
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Photo:  Kim Canzoneri

Kim Canzoneri (46) of Livonia (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Counselor Joann Woodward) teaches students who are blind and visually impaired at Lincoln Park High School.  Her main subjects are math, English, and technology.  In addition to teaching academic subjects, Canzoneri has her students practice cooking and social skills as they prepare the annual Thanksgiving feast for their parents and teachers.  She sees that they all are prepared for and apply for college, other postsecondary training, or jobs, based on their individual goals.  Those attending college or other postsecondary schools must apply for a minimum of two scholarships.  She insists that all of her seniors attend the prom.  The boys go to a tuxedo shop and choose what they want to wear, and the girls shop for dresses.  Canzoneri even keeps her students learning through the summer.  She said, “In 20 years, 80 percent of my students have attended MCB’s summer program.”  Canzoneri says that her main job is “to make sure that each student leaves the high school as successful as they can be individually.”  
Hope Network Rehabilitation of Grand Rapids (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Counselor Patricia Angerman) provides vocational assessment and adjustment training to MCB clients before they begin employment-related training.  This usually involves hands-on simulated workplace situations.  When the Michigan Commission for the Blind first began working with Hope Network, their lead vocational evaluator, Chelsea Irish, began researching workplace accommodations for persons who are blind or visually impaired even before meeting with MCB clients or staff.  Having workplace accommodations in place prior to the assessment allows that process to accurately evaluate the client’s true work potential.  MCB clients benefitted from the accommodations and pre-training, and the successful partnership between MCB and Hope Network ensured the best outcome for the clients.
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Photo:  Brenda Peeler

Brenda Peeler (59) of Lansing (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Counselor Dan Furton) works as a Visually Impaired Teacher Consultant for the Jackson County Intermediate School District.  Peeler said, “Throughout my long career I’ve seen the benefits of schools working closely with the Michigan Commission for the Blind, and I’m delighted that the Jackson ISD has this ongoing partnership.”  This is her fifth year with Jackson ISD, although she has decades of experience in blind rehabilitation.  She teaches technology to 26 visually impaired students, and 11 of them are also her Braille students.  Their ages range from 18 months to 22 years.  She goes out of her way to help her students inside and outside the classroom.  She attends after-hours support group meetings, and she convinced her principal to lend laptops to her students for the summer while they attended the MCB Training Center.  Peeler said, “I like having an impact on the individual kids’ lives, making sure that they have the training that will give them the freedom to do whatever they want in life.  I know that blind kids can do anything they want if they have the right training—they’re just as competent as anybody.” 

Employers 
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Photo:  Jim Borowski

Goodwill Industries of Northern Wisconsin & Upper Michigan of Marinette, Wisconsin (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Counselor Christine Pada) has recently provided job development services to MCB client Kristina Richard (above), and another MCB client who was hired as a material handler at the Goodwill retail store in Escanaba.  The organization serves the entire Upper Peninsula and the northeast portion of Wisconsin.  During 2009, Goodwill provided services to approximately 1,500 people in training, job development, and/or placement, directly employing about 200.  Their goal is to serve the whole community in any way they can.  According to CEO Jim Borowski, “We’d like to step up our involvement with the Michigan Commission for the Blind.  Our motto is ‘Changing Lives Through the Power of Work.’  We have a lot of great services, and there’s a lot more we can do.  We’re really proud and honored to receive this award.” 
Harbor Hall Substance Abuse Treatment Services of Petoskey (nominated by MCB Rehabilitation Counselor Julie Clark) hired an MCB client about two years ago.  It was the residential treatment program’s first experience with hiring an employee who is visually impaired.  Executive Director Terrance Newton said, “It worked out very well.  He’s been with Harbor Hall for almost two years, and he’s done an exceptional job.  He’s a bright young man, and it’s a pleasure to have him as a part of the staff.”  Newton added that, based on this first experience, Harbor Hall would work with MCB again to find employees.
MCB Continues Communication with Tribal Groups
By Christine Movalson, Communications & Outreach Intern
MCB’s Flint office staff met with the Mount Pleasant Chippewa Tribe on November 12 to discuss commission services that are available to any persons who are blind or visually impaired.  The first of these tribal in-service days took place in Standish in October.  Several tribal members participated in the Mount Pleasant luncheon provided by MCB to learn about the commission’s services and resources. The primary objective of this series of meetings is to establish meaningful relationships to enhance the provision of rehabilitation services to Native Americans who are blind in the numerous tribes within the state of Michigan.   

Detroit Staff Welcome Colleague at MCB Information Table 
By Susan Turney, Communications & Outreach Coordinator

Detroit office staff had some extra help at the MCB information table at the Governor’s Small Business and Entrepreneur Ultimate Resource Summit on October 22 in Detroit.  The two photos (taken by East Region Manager Gwen McNeal) and the captions below tell the whole story:
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Photo:  Members of the media, holding cameras and note pads, crowd close to the podium beside the MCB information table, where Governor Jennifer M. Granholm addresses conference participants.  Held at the Charles H. Wright Museum of African American History in Detroit, the conference included MCB as one of many valuable resources available to entrepreneurs and small businesses.  
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Photo:  Smiling from behind the MCB information table with linked arms, are (left to right) Detroit Rehabilitation Counselor King Nelson, Governor Jennifer M. Granholm, and East Region Assistant Manager Shawnese Laury-Johnson.  All three are working hard to help Michigan businesses get the qualified workers they need.
Letters 

An MCB client who attended the Grand Rapids Mini Adjustment Program last November sent a letter of thanks to Gaylord Rehabilitation Teacher Leanne Ford and to the MCB Kalamazoo regional office.  Pam Crooks and Shig Toda coordinated the Grand Rapids program, and an excerpt from the letter follows:
“. . .My experience at the Grand Rapids mini course was outstanding, and I want to express my gratitude. . . . Thank you again for such a well-organized and helpful experience.”

A college senior and MCB client sent a letter to Grand Rapids Rehabilitation Counselor Michelle Visscher, which read in part:
“. . . Thank you again for all of the support that the Commission has provided for me over the past four years.  I would not be where I am today without it.”

MCB Staff News
James Shaw joined the MCB Central Office staff in Lansing on November 17 as a student assistant in the MCB Client Internship Program.  He is working with System 7 in VR and BEP and specializing in adaptive technology.  Jim is a graduate of Lansing Community College and plans to attend a university in 2010 to add to his current degree.  His spare time is spent downhill skiing and swimming, or on the basketball or volleyball court. He can be reached at 517-335-4264 or shawj10@michigan.gov.

Shannon Pollo joined MCB on November 16 as a student assistant in the MCB Client Internship Program working at the State Independent Living Council (SILC) in Lansing.  SILC works cooperatively with DELEG’s Michigan Rehabilitation Services (MRS) and MCB to develop and submit the State Plan for Independent Living (SPIL). The SPIL establishes a blueprint for present and future independent living programs and services in Michigan.  Shannon’s favorite activities include reading and knitting.  You can reach Shannon at 800-808-7452 or bookreader53@sbcglobal.net. 

Trendell Gobert joined MCB staff as a student intern in the MCB Client Internship Program at Library Services for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (SBPH) in Lansing on November 16.  Trendell is tending to the needs of patrons that call in with requests for digital books and books on tape, as well as inputting requests that are sent by mail.  He is currently a criminal justice major at University of Detroit Mercy.  Trendell likes the outdoors, especially boating and fishing.  You can reach him at 517-373-5353 or GobertT@michigan.gov. 

MCB Staff Profile:  Kim Szczepaniak
By Christine Movalson, Communications & Outreach Intern
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Photo:  Kim Szczepaniak
Kim Szczepaniak is a Library Technician and Machine Coordinator at the Library Services for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (SBPH). SBPH is a regional library in a network of 57 regional libraries across the United States.  The Library of Congress, National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS), provides Braille, Talking Books, and the playback equipment needed to listen to the books at no cost to patrons. SBPH became a part of the Michigan Commission for the Blind on October first of 2009. This makes Kim new to MCB, but she has been with SBPH for eight years.  Kim explains, “In 2001 I saw the ad for an opening in the library and I went for it.  So, here I am now!”  It is Kim’s job to make sure that patrons receive their digital and cassette machines for reading as an alternative format.  She also prepares the machines for consumer use before the machines are sent out, as they are not ready to go when they arrive at SBPH. She starts her days filling anywhere from 30 to 50 digital machine requests to patrons, as well as cassette machine requests.  Then Kim works on preparing the 400 new digital machines the library receives each month.  What little time isn’t taken up is for paperwork and playing catch-up.
Kim shares, “The most difficult part of my job is that I am often being pulled in so many different directions.  When several things are important it’s hard to decide which needs to come first.  We have far fewer Student Assistants than ever right now, which means we often have to drop what we are doing to go do something else.”
Kim responds that the best part of her job is the letters that often come back with the machines, saying, “Patrons truly appreciate the service we provide and it’s very rewarding to see the letters from them thanking us.  And we do get a lot of letters!”
When Kim isn’t at work she can be glimpsed running from sporting event to sporting event.  Three of her four children still live at home and they are heavily involved in athletics.  Kim explains, “There is always something going on or somewhere to be, between practices and events for all of them.”  Kim enjoys shopping and reading when she has a little spare time.  Her favorites are romance novels.  In particular she spoke of a collection of books titled “The Nerd …,” by Vicki Lewis Thompson.  These books are funny fictional stories about nerds who save the day and fall in love and find adventure.  Kim shares, “They may be my favorite. I find them very amusing!”
When asked if she had any hidden talents, her co-worker chimed in, “Kim is a master at making salsa!”  A moment later the co-worker added, “And fudge too.”  Szczepaniak thought she didn’t have any talents but her friends quickly set her straight.  Homemade salsa that is “to-die-for” and easy yummy fudge recipes are in Kim’s bag of tricks.

If you have a question about digital books, extra curricular activities, or making your own fresh salsa, or if you need a romantic comedy book recommendation, you can contact Kim at szczepaniak@michigan.gov or (517) 373-7133.

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, Trendell Gobert, Leamon Jones, Gwen McNeal, Shannon Pollo, James Shaw, Joan Smith, and Kim Szczepaniak.
Editor:  Susan Turney, Communications & Outreach Coordinator, Michigan Commission for the Blind, DELEG.
Associate Editor:  Christine Movalson, Communications & Outreach Intern, Michigan Commission for the Blind, DELEG.

Associate Editor:  Bob Robertson, Manager of Organizational Development, Michigan Commission for the Blind, DELEG.
The Michigan Commission for the Blind, a part of the Michigan Department of Energy, Labor & Economic Growth, is an equal opportunity employer/program.  

Michigan Commission for the Blind

Michigan Department of Energy, 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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