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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. 

                    LOOK WHO’S NEW AT BESB!


     We are pleased to welcome a new Educational Projects Coordinator to Children’s Services!  Ieda Allen comes to us with an extensive background working with adolescents and young adults with various disabilities.  She is a graduate of Southern Connecticut State University and a continuing student at Liberty University, taking on-line courses. 
     Ieda is also a Sunday school teacher, and a mentor for teen females at risk. In the little free time she has, Ieda enjoys reading, running, hosting activities and events, and spending time with friends and family, especially her husband and young son.




                    WHAT ELSE IS NEW?


You may have noticed our new logo.  It is the outcome of a statewide contest and was chosen to reflect our mission statement:

“Maximizing opportunities for people in Connecticut with disabilities to live, learn and work independently.”

This mission shows our commitment to serving people with all disabilities across the state, utilizing all our resources, and within existing budget.

  

           ********************************************************
Creating Hands-On Kits for Teaching 
Fire Safety to
 Children with Visual Impairments or Blindness

                        [image: C:\Users\sauerbrunnn\Desktop\fire safety.jpg]

· For children with vision impairments, fire safety and awareness are often literally out of reach, placing them at increased risk in the event of a fire.

· Smoke detectors, fire extinguishers, and rescue equipment remain abstract concepts to kids who are blind unless they have the opportunity to explore and learn about each item in a hands-on manner.  

[image: C:\Users\sauerbrunnn\Desktop\fire safety 2.jpg] By creating fun, tactually engaging kits with readily available materials, you help teach fire safety to young children in your community.


Want more information?  Contact:  Lisa Pruner at 860-602-4015 or Catherine Summ at 860-602-4233.
                    A “New” Braille Code
Planning for the Unified English Braille (UEB) Transition

Michael Pompano
Teacher of Students with Visual Impairments

In November of 2012, the Braille Authority of North America, (the governing body that makes rules regarding the braille code), announced that there would be a transition from the current Literary Braille Code to the Unified English Braille Code (UEB).  The UEB is a standardized Braille Code used in many English-speaking nations with the goal of promoting one set of universal rules.  It is similar to the current code, but, some braille contractions and symbols are omitted and there are some rule changes.  The UEB is designed to be easily understood by readers who are proficient in the current code but may require some instruction in the new rules.  The UEB was first developed in 1991 and has been gradually adopted by English-speaking nations since 2004.
Beginning on January 4, 2016, (Louis Braille’s 207th birthday), the UEB will become the official Braille Code for the United States.  Producers of Braille academic materials, such as The American Printing House for the Blind, will begin producing new editions in UEB at that time.
We at DORS-BESB have been diligently planning for the transition!  We are currently in the process of training teachers about the rule changes and developing a timeline for student instruction as well as provision of materials in the 

UEB.  This instruction will begin in the fall of 2015, and depending on the student’s grade level and braille-reading ability will continue throughout the school year. New materials will be ordered in UEB, (contingent on student readiness), for the fall of 2016.  Standardized testing will be available in the UEB starting in 2016 as well.  Transition will be tailored to meet each student’s individual needs through the IEP process. 
For more information please visit the following links:
The ABCs of UEB: http://www.brailleauthority.org/ueb/abcs/abcs-ueb.html  
UEB Online: www.uebonline.org -a free online training course
Rules of Unified English Code: http://www.iceb.org/ueb  
The Hadley School for the Blind UEB Course: (http://www.hadley.edu/UEBTransition.asp) (available for Braille January 2015) 
APH UEB “Cheat Sheet”: http://www.aph.org/accessible-media-guidelines/UEB-Cheat-Sheet-5-2012.pdf#original  





This summer, the National Federation of the Blind of Connecticut is hosting their first national Braille Enrichment for Literacy and Learning (BELL) Program in August.  
Please contact: Kathryn Webster, Program Coordinator at 203-273-8463 or kathrynwebster.nfb@gmail.com  
Application info https://nfb.org/bell-summer-program-form.


                               A Summer Full of Fun:
Accessible Museums for Young Children with Visual Impairments in Connecticut


   Summer is a wonderful time for family outings.  In Connecticut, we have some excellent children’s museums that are particularly accessible to young children with visual impairments:  


· Connecticut Children’s Museum - 22 Wall Street, New Haven. (203) 562-5437.  http://childrensbuilding.org
This hands-on museum, designed for children ages 3-9, includes eight thoughtfully designed rooms, such as the musical room, the naturalist room, and the Goodnight Moon room. (The book is fully recreated in the museum!)  Everything is fully accessible for wheelchairs and strollers.  Braille books and signs abound.  The “Saturdays at 2” story times include books in braille.  Open Friday and Saturdays, 12-5.  

· Stepping Stones Museum – Mathews Park - 3030 West Avenue in Norwalk. (203) 899-0606.  www.steppingstonesmuseum.org. 
This museum offers a great variety of hands-on exhibits for young children.  Especially engaging is Totville, an area designed specifically for crawlers and early walkers. Energy Lab allows hands-on science exploration, with water and wind.  The museum and exhibits are wheelchair-accessible.  An added bonus is the proximity of Devon’s Place, a boundless playground located just across the parking lot.



· Imagine Nation Children’s Museum - One Pleasant Street in Bristol. (860) 540-3199.  www.imaginenation.org. 
Imagine Nation features three floors of hands-on exploration, particularly for children ages 2-8.  Open Wednesday-Sunday, Imagine Nation also offers a “Sensory Sundays” program on the second Sunday  of each month during which the museum opens an hour early for children with special needs, (at reduced admission, too!).  The interactive exhibits include Water World, Light and Reflection, and Greenscape.  Imagine Nation is a frequent host for BESB preschool story hours. 

· Kidcity Children’s Museum - 119 Washington Street in Middletown. (860) 347-0495.  www.kidcitymuseum.org.
Kidcity is a hands-on museum designed for children ages 1-7.  Highlights include a diner, a post office, cars to “drive”, and the special “Sea Caves” room just for crawlers and early walkers under two.  Kidcity is open daily with a special free admission program on the third Thursday of every month from 5-7 pm. 
 
· The Children’s Museum of Southeastern Connecticut - 409 Main Street in Niantic.  (860) 691-1111.  www.childrensmuseumsect.org.
The mission of the Children's Museum of Southeastern Connecticut is “to encourage learning and spark imagination by engaging children and all families through creative and hands-on play in a safe and accessible community environment.”  Open Tuesday-Sunday, this wheelchair-accessible museum features a fishing boat, building/construction spaces, a lighthouse, the Discovery Room for exploring with “science and senses,” Toddler Land for the under-two set, two outdoor play areas, and much more.   

CT Teachers of the Visually Impaired Take                            a Lead on Smarter Balanced

     What is Smarter Balanced?  Smarter Balanced is the new on-line assessment that has replaced the Connecticut Mastery Test (CMTs) and the Connecticut Academic Performance Test (CAPT) for Language Arts and Math.  According to the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC), “Smarter Balanced has developed next-generation assessments to accurately measure student progress toward college and career readiness in English language arts/literacy (ELA) and mathematics.” (www.smarterbalanced.org)
     During the 2014-15 school year, all students in grades 3-8, and 11 are now required to take these on-line performance tests which are aligned with the Common Core State Standards. 
     Making on-line testing accessible is a daunting task requiring possible new equipment, updated software, training for test administrators, and additional student time away from the classroom.  Because of this, SBAC is offering hard copies of both braille and large print versions of the test for this year and the following two years. This gives everyone time to practice, obtain the necessary equipment, and work out the accessibility issues, so that testing in future years goes smoothly.
     In the spring of 2014, a small group of teachers of the visually impaired (TVI’s) from the Bureau of Education & Services for the Blind (BESB) met with Joe Amenta, from the CT State Department of Education, to explore possible ways to make the SBAC tests accessible for our students who are blind or visually impaired and need braille or large print formats.  A proposal was made to the state department, outlining accessibility-related challenges for our students and suggesting what might be necessary to appropriately address them.



This included equipment needs for each student, training needed for staff administering the tests, and a suggested timeline for implementation.
     The proposal was submitted to Smarter Balanced, both at the state and federal level, where it was well-received.  The end result was that our team of teachers was asked by the State Department of Education and the SBAC to join a consortium of TVIs from Vermont, Maine, and New Hampshire to explore ways to make SBAC testing accessible. 
     On January 26, the teachers traveled to Perkins School for the Blind for a workshop by Scott McCallum of Oregon. Oregon has done in-state, on-line student assessment for some time and Mr. McCallum was able to show teachers how to configure screen readers, (JAWS is the only one compatible at this time), and other accessibility features for the testing.  Since then, several of the BESB teachers have worked with the SBAC practice test to investigate whether or not accessibility features work successfully for the testing.  Numerous issues have come up during this trial period that indicate we still have quite a bit of work to do if this testing is going to become completely accessible.  The TVI’s have put together a tip sheet on how to configure accessibility features and have sent out a questionnaire to all TVI’s for feedback regarding issues they experience during SBAC testing, in order to be more prepared next year.  Additionally, parents have been asked to provide feedback to the National Federation of the Blind regarding accessibility of Smarter Balanced.  The NFB contact is Valerie Yingling at vyingling@nfb.org or 410-659-9314 x 2440.



Karen Olson
Children’s Services Supervisor


“Teaching Students who are Visually Impaired with Multiple Disabilities, Including Deafblindness”

WHEN:    September 29th 2015 – For Paraprofessionals & 
                                                       Education Assistants
                September 30th 2015 – For Families, Teachers &  
                                                      Therapists
WHERE:  The Keeney Memorial Center in Wethersfield

DORS/BESB, with the support of the New England Consortium for Deafblind Technical Assistance & Training (NEC), will be presenting this FREE workshop for families, teachers, therapists, paraprofessionals, and education assistants. Participants will earn a certificate of attendance documenting completion of 5.5 hours of professional development.

This interactive workshop is an introduction to working with students who have multiple disabilities and limited communication skills and who are blind, deafblind, or visually impaired, in Pre-K to Grade 12.  Through simulations and demonstrations, participants will gain an understanding of common eye disorders, strategies for learning, and accommodations for the environment.  Participants will learn to develop meaningful interactions with students through the use of touch, object cues, sound, and movement.  Communication calendar systems will also be demonstrated.
Other topics include cortical visual impairment, object experience books, active learning spaces, orientation & mobility simulation, iPad apps, and hand-under-hand technique. 
Please talk with your TVI to determine if this workshop would benefit your family.  Families are encouraged to attend! Contact Tina Gutierrez at Tina.Gutierrez@ct.gov with any questions    



                                       Dining in the Dark 
Beth Borysewicz

     “Sofia Sees Hope” is a Foundation created and inspired by a young woman in Ledyard, CT--Sofia Priebe. Sofia has Leber’s Congenital Amaurosis, (LCA) a rare genetic disorder. Although she has some vision now, this is a degenerative condition that causes the cones and rods in her retina to deteriorate. Eventually they will stop working altogether.
     An event held last November was organized as a fundraiser for research and development not only of cures related to Sofia’s gene, but of diagnosis, treatment, and cures for those children and adults with blindness caused by any of the up-to-20 genes involved in LCA.  The evening included a delicious five-course tasting menu; live music from Blessing Offor, a Connecticut native and a former contestant on the television show, The Voice; and a live auction with donated prizes.     
     Guests were asked to wear their blindfolds throughout the duration of the tasting menu and were only given a few pointers by Paige Drury, another young Connecticut resident with LCA.  Braille menus were the only clue to the items served that evening, and only a small handful of people in attendance were able to decipher them making it a fun and unique experience.
     The Foundation is planning the second annual Dining in the Dark evening for this coming fall.  The date has been set for October 24, 2015.  More information about events and the foundation can be found at http://sofiasees.org
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evening of 
Dining in the Dark.
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