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We Restore Hope
By Pat Cannon
During these extraordinarily difficult economic times when we’re surrounded by turmoil and challenges, it’s encouraging to remember that we work with each other and on behalf of our clients against the backdrop of hope.  When many people are losing their jobs, I can’t help but reflect upon the fact that we in MCB are not only employed, but employed in work which surely feeds the soul – we restore hope.

We estimate that there are approximately 45,000 people in Michigan who are legally blind.  For those who are new to blindness and don’t yet have, or even know about, skills of blindness and adaptive technology, vision loss can mean giving up activities, friends, work, and independence.  We all know of individuals who were in a situation like this at one time.  The words “discouraged” or “despair” are inadequate to describe the loss of so many aspects of a person’s life.  The opportunities we have to help a person regain independence and a full life are a gift, as well as a pretty good way to spend the work day.  It’s also very rewarding to learn that people outside the rehabilitation field are beginning to recognize the life-changing effects of what we do.

The U.S. House of Representatives passed House Resolution 247, designating March 22, 2009, as National Rehabilitation Counselor Appreciation Day.  The U.S. Senate, as you may be aware, passed its own resolution in March of this year.  In his floor statement, Congressman Vernon Ehlers of Michigan said of rehabilitation counselors, “These professionals work with individuals, professional organizations, and advocacy groups to address the social barriers that create obstacles for people with disabilities.  They are instrumental in building bridges between the often isolated world of people with disabilities and their families, communities, and school and work environments.”

Congressman Ike Skelton of Missouri stated, “An honest day’s work is a source of pride, but many individuals with disabilities who want to work just don’t have the training, support, or tools they need to enter the workforce.  Vocational rehabilitation counselors step in to provide the necessary services that succeed in bringing thousands of disabled Americans into the workforce every year.”

We join Congress, of course, in honoring the great work of our counselors and teachers and take this opportunity to thank them for their role in changing lives of those we serve.  If you don’t work directly with MCB consumers as counselors and teachers do, each of you can still immerse yourself in the joy of the success of the many consumers you’ve touched, or to use a sports metaphor, you get credit for the “assist.”  All of us, as a part of MCB, have had a role in the success stories of our consumers who learn, to their amazement, that they can once again do things that they’d given up as impossible.  

Many of you have shared wonderful “before and after” stories of the people you’ve helped to regain their independence.  We thank you for doing so and urge you to continue to highlight the types of success stories you’ll read in this edition of MCB Insight.  As you’ll see, what we do is more life-changing than Extreme Makeover Home Edition, bigger than a sports victory, and more satisfying than just about anything I can think of – we restore hope – and I thank you for making it so.
MCB Workshop Held Feb. 24 for Grand Rapids Michigan Works! Staff
By Patricia Angerman
MCB Grand Rapids staff participated in an in-service for Grand Rapids area Michigan Works! staff on Tuesday, February 24.  Michelle Visscher and I, together with staff from Disability Advocates of Kent County, presented a workshop to Customer Service Representatives (CSRs) of Michigan Works! entitled "Customer Service for Vision Accessibility."  This workshop consisted of providing information to the CSRs on visual disabilities as well as how to offer assistance to persons who are blind or have low vision.  The CSRs also participated in group sessions involving customer service scenarios specific to the needs of persons with visual disabilities. 
Diversity Day April 18 in Lansing Features MCB Among Exhibitors
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Photo:  Lansing Mayor Virg Bernero shakes hands with MCB Consumer Services Director Leamon Jones in front of the MCB information table.

The fifth annual Diversity Day in Lansing at Eastern High School was an opportunity to learn about other cultures, try new foods, listen to music, watch ethnic dances, learn about neighborhood and community organizations, and more.  The Michigan Commission for the Blind was one of several disability-related organizations in attendance providing information on services.  MCB staff at the event included Leamon Jones, Diamalyn Gaston, and Susan Turney.  Michigan Rehabilitation Services and the Michigan Commission on Disability Concerns also sponsored tables nearby.  Visitors attending the event picked up MCB brochures in their native language—English,  Spanish, or Arabic—and many were surprised to hear that MCB services are available statewide.  According to those who had attended Diversity Day for several years, attendance was down slightly, perhaps due to the unusually good weather.  MCB staff were able to meet leaders of a number of local cultural and community service organizations, which will be beneficial for MCB’s outreach efforts.
MCB Participates in Eastern Upper Peninsula I.S.D. Transition Conference April 16-17

[image: image2.png]p " - - -3 -
Michigan Commissica
for the Blind





Photo:  Ed Haines at the MCB information table

MCB hosted a table at the 10th annual Student Organized Transition Fair at the Chi Mukwa (Big Bear) Recreation Center in Sault Ste. Marie this year, as the commission has every year since the event began.  The fair, this year titled “CAREERWORKS . . . Students taking care of business,” is sponsored by the Eastern Upper Peninsula Intermediate School District.  The two-day event was divided by age group, with April 16 for middle school students and April 17 for high school students.  This event is designed to help students in grade 6 and up to explore and experience what opportunities are available to them during their school years and after graduation.  
Holland VIP Support Group Celebrates 50-Year Anniversary
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Photo:  Holland Mayor Al McGeehan reads a proclamation from the city honoring the Visually Impaired Persons Support Group, which has been meeting for 50 years.  MCB Rehab Teacher Nancy Lapekas, standing, and VIP group members, seated, listen to the mayor’s presentation.
Approximately 40 citizens of Holland and the surrounding area were in attendance at the monthly Visually Impaired Persons Support Group meeting last month at the Fourteenth Street Christian Reformed Church.  In celebration of the group’s 50 years of sharing information and encouragement, Holland Mayor Al McGeehan presented a proclamation from the city to group members Jeff and Sharon Walters.  

MCB Grand Rapids Rehabilitation Teacher Nancy Lapekas has been the group’s facilitator for more than 20 years.  In November 2008, MCB presented a certificate to the Fourteenth Street Christian Reformed Church in appreciation for the church hosting the VIP group since the group was first formed.
Ray Kirklin Facilitates Coleman Lions Club Gift to Consumer

Ray Kirklin was a special guest at the March 19 meeting of the Coleman Lions Club, at which one of his consumers received a new Braille Mobile Manager after hers had been damaged beyond repair.  Previously, Ray had contacted the Lions Club regarding his consumer’s need, and the club applied for and received a grant of $500 from the Lions of Michigan Foundation.  The club also applied for and received a grant of $810 from the Michigan Braille Transcribing Fund, and then purchased the needed device.  The club presented the new device to Ray’s consumer on March 19 with the following statement:  “We sincerely hope that this computer will be beneficial to you in your continued pursuit of higher education.  Thank you for allowing us to help you.”
Lansing Low Vision Group Welcomes New Members at March 17 Open House
By Roberta McCall
The Lansing Low Vision Group sponsored a St. Patrick's Day Open House Pizza Party to spread the word to others that they are available to help people who have experienced vision loss.

In February, the members decided to have a party because our regular meeting was scheduled to fall on, you guessed it, St.  Patrick's Day!  During our planning, we decided to expand the focus to get the word out to those who could use help but did not know about the group's existence.  We used our "Sunshine Fund" to offer a free pizza party open house and challenged every member to bring at least one new person to the meeting in March.

At the open house we had name tags with a red tactile smiling face on the upper right of the tag (available from APH) for our regularly attending members and name tags with green tactile smiling faces placed on the upper left for guests.  We had 16 various kinds of pizzas delivered, and members brought cookies, veggies, plates, napkins, and everything else needed for the party.  Special bead necklaces were placed on each guest.
Our activity for this meeting was as follows:

Step 1:  Someone suggests a task that they find difficult or want to discuss.
Step 2:  The facilitator keeps the answer moving around the group until each person has told how he or she accomplishes the task.
Note:  It is more important to have each person share even if the person is repeating a previous answer.
In addition to having a good time at the open house, we had 13 regular members and 12 guests, including four people with recent vision loss, two spouses, and one person saying she would bring her spouse the next time she attended.  All four new people vowed to return.  The regular members, including some who had graduated from the Michigan School for the Blind, learned some new methods for doing things and said the meeting was quite enjoyable.  Many described the meeting as “energizing.”  As the saying goes, a good time was had by all—and that’s no blarney!
In Memoriam—Regina Marie Amerson Wesley
Regina Wesley, a counselor at the MCB Training Center, passed away on April 2 at the age of 52.  She began working for MCB at the Detroit office in the summer of 2000 and remained there for four years before transferring to the center, where she worked for a year and a half.  As noted in her obituary, Regina is survived by her parents, sisters and brothers, step daughter, adopted son, former husband, and a host of other relatives and friends, which, of course, would include her many friends at MCB.
Encourage, Empower, and Employ: MCBTC Classes Get the Job Done

By Christine Movalson

 

An innovative set of classes created to prepare students for the working world is underway at the Michigan Commission for the Blind Training Center (MCBTC).  The enthusiastic instructor of these classes is Wendy VanElk.  The desire to employ aspiring individuals has all of the employees at the center involved in one way or another.  Counselors are offering personality and interest assessments, instructors are serving as models for job shadowing, and students are practicing and teaching their existing skills, talents, and strengths. 
Wendy explains the goals and purpose behind all their hard work:  “Developing good work skills or an employment lifestyle—this would include dressing for success, your attitude and self-talk, developing a good work ethic, valuing and respecting diversity, working on a team, coping with change, conflict resolution, et cetera.”
The first class that employment-seeking students participate in is called Jobs Class.  Here, they not only receive instruction, but also start on a journey of self-discovery.  This journey includes discussing their personal reasons for working, finding strengths and weaknesses, and developing ability lists and statements.  After figuring out job prospects, based on interests and talents, students start working on the more technical aspects of employment.  This curriculum includes where and how to find work, networking, writing resumes and cover letters, filling out job applications, how to sell yourself and ace an interview, and what behavior, attitude, and clothing are appropriate.  Other issues can be addressed depending on the individuals in the class at the time.
WOW class, or World of Work, the follow-up to Jobs Class, is more advanced   and covers topics more in-depth.  It is in this class that disclosure is addressed.  Students discuss when and how to disclose their visual impairments to employers.  Guest speakers share their own tales of success and determination. 
“The students seem most inspired by seeing other blind students succeed,” explained Wendy.
Another incredibly valuable experience for WOW students is the interview simulation.  Those involved attend a meeting with Wendy and their fellow students.  This meeting is treated as a real interview, requiring that they dress appropriately and bring a resume and their “game face.”  Students also get the opportunity to go out into the community and interview citizens whose jobs are of interest to them.  Presentations are another way that WOW prepares individuals for job placement.  Students prepare both a persuasive speech and an informative speech, which they present to an audience of staff and students at the training center.  
The next step toward employment is either job-shadowing, volunteering, or an internship.  Afterwards, students are ready to be placed in a job, either within the community or back at their own home town.
A wonderful role model and inspiration is former MCBTC student Erin Snoeyink.  Erin’s success paints the perfect portrait of how these classes give individuals the guidance and direction they need.  Erin, age 19, took part in both courses at the center and was then placed in a job at the front desk at the MCBTC, where she got real experience at clerical and receptionist duties and responsibilities.  Once Erin had that job mastered, she interviewed with Western Michigan University and was hired to do administrative work there.  This was a temporary position that she held while residing at the center in Kalamazoo.  Now that Erin is back at home, she plans to attend college in the fall.  Erin describes her time in class as “Cool and thought-provoking.  The program is excellent and helpful, especially for those who have never had a job before.”  
Letters and E-Mails

Karen Harrington had a phone conversation with a former MCB consumer recently.  Karen said, “He wants everyone to know that he is doing well and that he greatly appreciates everything he learned while at the center.  He said he uses the skills—travel, cooking, computers, woodworking, etc.—every day of his life.  He said his life has been enriched and blessed by his contact with us all—especially his home counselor, Karyn Silky.”

Christine Pada received an e-mail from a former consumer, which said in part:  “. . . my job search has been successful!  Woo-hoo!  I did not do it all on my own, I owe a couple of great big THANK YOU'S to  my mom, the Commission for the Blind and Goodwill Industries.  With their support and training I am now doing something I love, working with children. It has been a long process, patience, a lot of time and hard work and it paid off in the end. . . . So there are jobs out there, you just have to look and not give up and even if you have to donate your time to show you are dedicated and willing to do what it takes, it will pay off in the end.”

The MCB Central Office received a letter from a consumer describing his experiences with blindness before and after a meeting with Leanne Ford at his senior retirement center.  His letter says, in part, “That meeting proved enlightening.  Until that afternoon I had begun to feel life was a lonesome downhill into darkness. . . . Leanne demonstrated a number of aids and helped me select those that I would find most beneficial.  In other ways she was most helpful to one yet largely unacquainted with problems of the blind.  It is immensely gratifying to find a government agency meeting the acute needs of its citizens so well and one with such an effective representative as Leanne Ford.”

 
MCB Staff News
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Photo:  Faith Meadows, a counselor at the MCB Training Center, wearing a floppy straw hat and a pink hospital gown over her regular clothes.

Faith Meadows received some special attention on April 7 when her colleagues at the MCB Training Center threw her a so-called “hip replacement party” three days before her actual surgery.  Faith was the guest of honor at the pizza luncheon with creatively written fan mail, colleagues in goofy costumes, and original hospital gown fashions.  Updates from Christine Boone and Stephanie Lwanga indicate that Faith’s surgery went well and that she’s in good spirits as she continues her physical rehabilitation.  Faith expects to be back at work in June or July.  
Debbie Wilson, previously a counselor at the Flint office, is the new Assistant Manager of the newly formed MCB Central Region.  Debbie obtained her master’s degree in social work (MSW) from Western Michigan University.  After working as the Social Services Director at a nursing home in Jackson for a year, she started as a counselor for MCB in the Flint office in 1994. In 2002, after taking several graduate courses in vocational rehabilitation counseling, she obtained her Certified Rehabilitation Counselor credentials. Debbie has been very active in the National Organization for Albinism and Hypo-pigmentation, including a term on their Board of Directors. She is also the co-founder of the Flint Area Albinism Network and still volunteers her time for this group.  In her new position, Debbie will work out of the Flint Office and cover both the Flint and Saginaw offices. 

 

Catherine Braxton is a new administrative support person at the Detroit office.  She’s done administrative support work throughout her professional career, most recently at Detroit Medical Center’s Harper Hospital in the Patient Care Services Department.  When she’s not working for MCB, she’s active in her church, enjoys volleyball, and volunteers at her local community center with children age 12-17 helping them with school-related work and goals.  Catherine can be reached via email at BraxtonC@michigan.gov or by phone at (313) 456-1646.  
Several vacancies currently exist in our agency, and efforts are continuing to commence or complete the selection and appointment process.  For example, there has been a vacant Rehabilitation Teacher position in the Escanaba office since June of 2008.  It is hoped that a capable individual will be appointed to that position soon.
MCB Staff Profile:  Sue Anderson
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   Photo:  Sue Anderson
Sue Anderson has been the secretary at the MCB Escanaba office since 1979.  For those of you who are math-challenged, that’s 30 years!  As Sue says, “Time flies when you’re having fun!”
Sue went to kindergarten in Detroit.  Then her remaining school years through high school were in the U.P., in L’Anse. Then she worked for the state for four years in Baraga County in what was then called the Department of Social Services before coming to the MCB Escanaba office.

Sue describes herself at work as “a Jackie of all trades—I do everything and all I’m asked to do from repairing office machines, to going to post office, to  whatnot!” 
She describes a typical day as “Answering phones, doing new case files, ordering clients’ equipment, packing up equipment and mailing it to consumers, filing, making sure the office supplies are up to par, and so on.”  
What she likes best is interacting with consumers on the phone.  She says, “I’ve had some good conversations with the clients.  And I like the camaraderie of working with MCB.  We’re so small, and that’s nicer than some of the larger agencies.”

She says she’s learned a lot, too, and she adds, “Working in this agency, I’ve learned to be sensitive to issues related to blindness, and now I go out of my way to educate people about things related to blindness.  For example, someone using a scooter can be blind.  Before I started with the commission, I didn’t know about these things.”  

On the other hand, Sue says, “The most challenging thing is having to get up at six o’clock in the morning!  Other than that, some of the changes can be difficult—I’ve been here since we used typewriters!”
She’s noticed the agency’s improvements in training.  “When I started here, just three days after I interviewed, the training consisted of ‘here’s your desk!’  We’ve come a long way, from the DSS to Labor to CIS to FIA to DELEG,” she remarks, tossing state acronyms like conversational sugar sprinkles.
Sue lives in Gladstone, and her four daughters, two grandchildren, sister, and mom are all in the local area.  Sue says, “We had a big get-together for Easter—18 people!  I made chocolate cream pies, lemon meringue pies, and cheesecakes with raspberry sauce, two of each!  My older granddaughter helped—she’s almost eleven.”
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Photo:  Black and brown puppy in Sue’s hands.

When she’s not at work or with family, Sue’s most important activity is rescuing and helping to care for animals in need.  Sue says, “I’m very particular about where I place animals.  I make sure they go to very loving homes, where they’ll be cared for like my own three rescued dogs.  If I could, I’d take care of every animal who needed a loving home.  I’ve recently found very good homes for three little guys, including the one in the photo, and I’m quite pleased with the new moms!”
Sue also collects Princess Diana memorabilia, buying and selling on ebay, and she does cake decorating for friends’ showers and weddings.  She also enjoys crafts and cookie baking with her granddaughter.  And, she adds, “I babysit for the grandkids.  The youngest is 19 months old now.”
As for the future, Sue says, “I’d like to do some traveling –someday I’d like to go to London, maybe Paris.  Also where Princess Diana is buried.   I communicate with other Princess Diana memorabilia collectors in France and Germany.”

Sue says she can assist visiting under-the-bridge staff with learning UP culture, such as how to speak the language using expressions like yah, eh, and youbetcha.  She says, “My favorite is holy wah!”  She also knows all of Escanaba’s good restaurants and places to visit, and she’s available for free tourist consultation!
So if you need some MCB historical information from someone who’s been here for all of MCB’s 30 years, or if you need cake-decorating tips, or if you need a translator who speaks fluent Yooper, you can reach Sue at 906-789-6894 or andersons17@michigan.gov. 
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:  Sue Anderson, Patricia Angerman, Christine Boone, Pat Cannon, Diamalyn Gaston, Sherry Gordon, Ed Haines, Karen Harrington, Ray Kirklin, Bernie Kramer, Nancy Lapekas, Shawnese Laury-Johnson, Stephanie Lwanga, Roberta McCall, Christine Movalson, Marla Neubaum, Christine Pada, Bob Robertson, and Karyn Silky. 
Editor:  Susan Turney, Communications & Outreach Coordinator, 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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