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In an effort to provide you with faster delivery of our newsletter and program flyers, save paper, and contain printing costs, we are now posting an expanded electronic version of this newsletter on our website: www.ct.gov/besb.
If you provide us with your e-mail address, we will send a copy of the newsletter directly to you by e-mail, rather than mailing you a print copy. Please give your preferred e-mail address to your child’s TVI or contact the newsletter’s co-editors, nieves.sauerbrunn@ct.gov or jan.erikson@ct.gov.
We welcome your comments and ideas for future newsletter topics. 

                  

SAVE THE DATE
           
                      PARENT EDUCATION PROGRAM
                                      April 30, 2016
Conversations with Adults who have successfully navigated the blindness system.
More information will be sent out this spring.



                                      











Look Who’s New At BESB!


     We are pleased to welcome our new Orientation and Mobility Specialist, Kendra Jenness.  She is a graduate of the University of New Hampshire with a degree in psychology and competed on their division I gymnastics team.   She later attended the UMASS Boston Program, but continued to pursue her love of gymnastics through coaching. During her studies, she worked with both children and adults at South Coast Educational Collaborative in Swansea, Massachusetts, where she discovered her preference for working with children. 

     Kendra lives in Rehoboth, Massachusetts with her husband and their dog Ruby, and continues to coach gymnastics in East Providence Rhode Island.



Who Else Is New
                   

     Join us in welcoming Michele Margenau, a new TVI in Children’s Services.  Michele was an interpreter for Deaf students in a variety of school systems. An experience with one of her students, who also had a visual impairment, led her to enroll in the UMASS Boston Program.  
     When she is not at work she is busy being a soccer mom to her 13 year old son.  She also enjoys scrapbooking, reading and anything Disney.  She looks forward to working with all her new students, families and educational teams.  Michele covers the lower New Haven area.


                                  Also…

     Adriana Carpio-Somma is a new Educational Consultant from Norwalk, Connecticut, who comes to BESB as an experienced TVI and Technologist.  She is a graduate of Trinity College and the UMASS Boston Program.  Adriana has worked as a TVI in Ridgefield, Connecticut and has provided technology services to BESB’s Children’s Services and Vocational Rehabilitation Divisions.  She is a fluent Spanish speaker who enjoys cooking, traveling, and spending time with her family in the United States, Mexico, and Costa Rica.  Adriana has most recently spent her summer exploring dinosaurs and marine life with her husband and four year old daughter. 


We would also like to welcome Amy Flores, who is back from California and has rejoined our Special Services division.


              *******************************************************
What’s the Complexity?
Addressing Visual Complexity for Students with CVI
Matt Tiejen TVI

Aiden, a student with Cortical Visual Impairment (CVI), joins a friend for snack in a small, quiet resource room. Aiden looks at his friend and asks him what he brought for snack. His friend holds up a bag of goldfish. Aiden smiles. “Goldfish!” he exclaims. Moments later, Aiden eyes his spoon as he reaches for it, dips it into his container of pudding, and guides it to his mouth. 
     Sara, Aiden’s instructor, watches him enjoy his snack and reflects on the difficulty Aiden had in the school cafeteria the day before. Amidst the clamor of the cafeteria, Aiden seemed to forget how to see. He had used his hands to feel food on his tray and tossed his spoon aside when asked a third time to use it. When he did open his eyes, Aiden mostly gazed up at the ceiling and didn’t seem to notice the friend across from him who was asking about his weekend.  
      Sara starts to wonder if the environment is playing a role in Aiden’s ability to use his vision. She begins to suspect that giving Aiden a consequence for throwing his spoon at lunch had been unfair. 

     The question that Sara wrestles with in the hypothetical situation above, “Why does my student seem to see fine sometimes but not at other times?,”  is one I commonly hear from families and educators of children with CVI. Thanks to the work of Christine Roman-Lantzy,Phd, we now appreciate the critical role that external factors, such as visual complexity, play in our student’s ability to use their vision, (Roman-Lantzy, 25). Simply put, the more visually complex the environment or instructional materials, the more difficulty our students may have using their vision. Christine Roman-Lantzy describes three categories of visual complexity (Roman-Lantzy, 25-26): 

    
    Complexity of objects: Often students with CVI have difficulty interpreting what they are looking at (3-D objects, pictures, words, and faces each pose different degrees of complexity).  
    Complexity of the visual array: students with CVI may have difficulty using their vision when there is too much visual information at once.  
    Complexity of the Sensory Environment: students with CVI often have difficulty using their vision in the presence of too much auditory or tactual input. 

     In Aiden’s case, the sensory environment of the cafeteria (noise) as well as the visual array (large crowds) posed too much complexity for him. He could not use his vision in any meaningful way in that environment. The next day, Aiden thrived at snack time in the non-complex resource room. 
     While Aiden’s situation is hypothetical, it represents a pattern I see too often in the field: Educators expect students with CVI to perform visual tasks when the environment and/or materials are too complex; both the educator and student become discouraged or frustrated; and the student may be labeled “uncooperative.” 
     To help educators better understand and plan for the visual needs of their students with CVI, I have spent the past year developing What’s the Complexity: A framework for addressing visual complexity throughout the day for students with CVI. What’s the Complexity helps teams determine what constitutes visual complexity for their student and pinpoint where it occurs most throughout their student’s day. Using What’s the Complexity, teams can identify when an environment or task is too complex; maintain an appropriate balance between the complexity of materials and the complexity of the environment; and ensure that complex visual tasks are interspersed with non-visual activities to minimize cumulative fatigue. I have shared this framework with educators and families on a state and national level with positive results and will present it at the Association for Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind and Visually Impaired (northeast chapter) on November 5, 2015.
Video Interviews - Success Stories
It’s Not Just About Vison!

Barry Rita, Transition Coordinator 

     BESB invites you to log onto our website to meet five amazing mentors: Anne, Bill, David, Marc and Nate. Hear them discuss strategies that have led them to achieve successful careers and full lives. Anne is a Braille transcriptionist and runs her own business.  David is a bank executive handling large financial portfolios for business accounts. Marc is the owner/operator of three snack bars and the camp store at Hammonasett Beach State Park.  Nate is a successful musician immersed in all aspects of music, and Bill is the Director of Parks and Recreation for the Town of Newington.

     What do they have to say?  Well, a lot!  The themes woven throughout the interviews are inspiring and motivating.  David talks about the Boy Scouts. Nate describes sneaking out of the house at an early age to be near the drums he loved - no harm; he was retrieved by his older sister!  It's not just about living life with a visual impairment; it is about success in life. 
     The video interviews can be found on our DORS-BESB website by clicking on: Video Interviews - Success stories about mentoring and dealing with visual impairment.
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What’s Up In Tech
Jessie Mabry, Assistive Technologist
	We’ve all heard that the best things in life are free.  The following programs certainly live up to that maxim and offer quite a bang for your buck—or lack thereof:

NVDA (Non-Visual Desktop Access)
· Platform: Windows
· Available from: www.nvda-project.org
Description: Screen reader developed by blind programmers, as robust in most applications as competitors costing hundreds of dollars.  Works with a variety of speech synthesizers, including ones already built into Windows.  Can be installed on a flash drive for portability and use on any PC.  Supports multiple Braille displays and languages.  An optional free add-on allows screen-sharing with another NVDA user for training or troubleshooting.

EyeNote
· Platform: iOS
· Available from: www.eyenote.gov and iTunes App Store
Description: U.S. currency identifier for bills placed under the camera.  User can choose either spoken or privacy mode.  Privacy mode uses vibration, rather than speech, to indicate a bill’s denomination.  Supports English and Spanish.

OCR Instantly
· Platforms: iOS and Android
· Available from: iTunes App Store and Google Play Store
Description: Converts a picture of a document taken with a device’s camera into text for reading and manipulation.  Output can be copied and pasted to other applications or shared directly by e-mail or text message.  Recognizes multiple languages.

                                      Dining In The Dark
 
Beth Borysewicz

     Sofia Sees Hope is a not for profit organization which was created and inspired by a young BESB client who resides in Ledyard, Connecticut, Sofia Priebe. Sofia has Leber's Congenital Amaurosis, which is a rare genetic disorder. 

     The second annual Dining in the Dark was held Saturday, October 24, 2015, by the organization to raise awareness and funds to put towards research and development of cures not just for Sofia's gene, but also to support diagnosis, treatment and cures for children and adults suffering from blindness caused by any of the up to 20 genes related to LCA. 
 
     This year, the evening included a delicious three course tasting menu with wine pairings, live music from a popular local band the Cartells, and a special guest speaker Katherine A. High, M.D., co-founder, president and chief scientific officer of Spark Therapeutics, a gene therapy company working to develop treatments for debilitating genetic disorders including inherited retinal diseases. If that’s not enough, the Live Auction was filled with amazing items such a week-long villa rental in Tuscany, spa retreat on Block Island, Trip to Napa Valley, and tickets to see Jimmy Fallon in New York City, which were all donated by very generous corporations and businesses. 

     Guests were again asked to wear their blindfolds throughout the duration of the tasting menu and were only given a few pointers this year by both Sofia and another young Connecticut resident who has LCA, Paige Drury. A few helpful tips Paige shared with the group about dining without any vision were; bring your food to your face not your face to your food, and of course guard your food from sneaky fellow diners! Braille menus were provided for the diners, as they were last year, and served as the only clue to the menu items served that evening.  Only a small handful of people in attendance were able to decipher the menus, including Sofia and Paige, which added excitement and helped add to the fun and unique experience.

     Sofia Sees Hope had set a goal for Dinner in the Dark Fundraiser this year at $65,000. With the support of their sponsors, attendees, donors, U.S. Coast Guard Cadets, and a fantastic event committee and volunteers, they exceeded their goal considerably and raised over $85,000.

     For more information on the organization, and to see more pictures and videos from the event you can visit http://sofiasees.org/


Menu for this year’s event;
1st Course
Chili Lime Shrimp
Chili lime marinated grilled shrimp served over avocado salad w/ pickled onions, mini seasoned popcorn & lime
 
2nd Course
Sunburst Salad Trio
Salad served in savory cones with 3 types of dressings for dipping

3rd Course
Moroccan Braised Beef Short Ribs
Risotto timbale & roasted winter vegetable 


4th Course
Dessert Buffet
Assorted mini dessert
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Entrees served at Dining in the Dark.







LEAP’S Of Faith

      On July 13th 2015, BESB sponsored a day at LEAPS of Faith (LOF) Adaptive Water Skiing Program in Newtown, Connecticut. This activity provided a day of recreation, leisure, socialization, and fun for all DORS/BESB students. 
      The specialized staff at LOF provided training in water safety, boating terminology and rules.  The students enjoyed using an adapted sit ski, water board, water skis, and tubing.  Each student faced the challenge and enjoyed a great time on the water. This was a successful day for parents and students.
     This event was attended by six families, one DORS/BESB staff member, and three volunteers from the UMASS Boston program.  The students and their siblings enjoyed four hours of fun, new skills and accomplishments.
 
Ieda Allen 
DORS/BESB Educational Projects Coordinator 

A Student’s Reflection
                          Amanda Jolly, Naugatuck High School
     The LIFE program was really fun!  We learned to get around by ourselves and met kids with similar vision conditions.  One of the best parts of the program was pushing our limits, which was new to most of us. The most challenging part was the scavenger hunt around the UCONN campus.  We had to find different items while the adults followed behind us.  We had to use our individual strengths to get around.  The thing I learned as a visually impaired teen is to advocate for myself.  People are not going to know what my visual impairment is or what my needs are unless I say something.  This was a new experience for me that I now do at least once a day.  
     On the first day of camp, we did not talk to each other, but by the last day, we did not want to leave.  We all continue to talk and cannot wait until summer for the next LIFE session!

MARK YOUR CALENDARS!

January – Skiing.
Age: 4 & up
Location: Sundown Ski Resort
Date & Time: January 23rd, 2016.  Arrival by 12:30pm for skiing from 1:00 to 3:30. Limited to 12 students.

March – Visually Impaired Performance Program (VIPP). An after school performing arts program.
Age: 13 & up
Location: The Neighborhood Music Program, New Haven, CT.
This is a 10 week program

March – College Day.  
Age: 14 & up
Location: TBD
Date and Time: TBD

June – LEAPS of Faith – water skiing 
Age: 6 & up
Location: 90 Housatonic Drive, Sandy Hook, CT. 06482
Date & Time: TBD

July – LIFE 
Age: 14 & up
Location: UConn Storrs
Date: July 25-29, 2016


More information will be available in the coming months.
For questions, please contact: Ieda Allen 
DORS/BESB Educational Projects Coordinator
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