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	 |from the editor

The author T.S. Elliot said, “We 
shall not cease from explora-
tion.” This is as much a challenge 
as it is an observation. It’s a chal-
lenge to constantly re-examine 
yourself and the world.

This issue of The White Cane is 
all about exploring your needs, 
desires, talents, and dreams-
what it is you want out of life; 
not what someone has told you 
you should expect. 

Self-discovery can be a scary 
and rewarding experience. IDB 
is a resource that can provide 
you with the guidance and tools 
you’ll need to travel new paths 
should you choose to explore 
them. What you do with those 
tools and guidance, however, is 
up to you.

Not knowing where your explo-
rations may lead could be risky, 
but that’s also part of the fun. 
Consider opening a new door or 
traveling down that untrod path 
and see where it takes you... 

— Meredith Ferguson, Editor

Letters & comments can be e-mailed to: 
idbcomm@blind.state.ia.us
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Sorey, Beth Hirst.
Contributing Writers: Rick Dressler, Curtis Chong, Roger 
Erpelding, Beth Hirst, Randy Landgrebe, Rebecca Swainey, 
Barb Weigel, Liz Soenen, Julie Aufdenkamp, Linda Slayton 
and Lance Blas.
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I am settling into my new 
job, and I am delighted to 
have been selected to lead 
an agency that has a proven 
track record as a leader in the 
field of Blindness Rehabilita-
tion.   IDB is facing significant 
challenges due to a soft job 
market and budgetary con-
straints, but we will meet 
those challenges by building 
on past successes and imple-
menting new strategies that 
will increase employment 
outcomes.

IDB is fortunate to have the 
greatest orientation center 
in the nation, so we will do 
everything we can to ensure 
that center graduates de-
velop the skills and attitudes 
that will lead to success. We 
will also work hard to ensure 
that center graduates devel-
op technology skills that can 
be utilized effectively in our 
changing job market. 

We will expand transition ser-
vices by creating more sum-
mer work opportunities for 
individuals attending high 
school and college in order to 
increase their preparedness 
for employment.    

We are developing a commu-
nity based program that will 
address the training needs of 
individuals who require more 
technology skills to work 
competitively. 

IDB will 
p a r t n e r 
with VR 
customers 
to locate 
e m p l o y -
ment op-
portunities for VR clients who 
are job ready.  

The National Federation 
of the Blind, Iowa chapter   
(NFBI) and the Iowa Council 
of the United Blind (ICUB) are 
organizations that are com-
mitted to improving the qual-
ity of life for all blind Iowans, 
and we want to partner with 
those groups to generate 
more referrals, reestablish a 
mentoring network, and ad-
vocate for the Iowa Blind.

We have a great deal to ac-
complish, but if we all work 
together to improve the qual-
ity of life for Blind Iowans, we 
can change what it means to 
be blind in the great state of 
Iowa.             

Sincerely, 
Richard Sorey
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On June 1st, 2012, the Iowa Depart-
ment for the Blind welcomed a new 
director, Mr. Richard Sorey. Mr. Sorey 

is a native of Chesapeake, Virginia. He at-
tended James Madison University where 
he received a BS in Communication Arts 
in 1984 and his MSED in Counseling from 
Old Dominion University in 1995. He began 
his Rehabilitation career in 1984 as a Job 
Placement Specialist in Richmond, Virginia.

Mr. Sorey comes to us from the Missis-
sippi Department of Rehabilitation Services 
where he worked as the Director of the 
Office of Vocational Rehabilitation for the 
Blind.  Prior to that, he worked for 16 years 
at the Virginia Department for the Blind 
where he held several positions, including 
serving as the Director of the Business En-
terprise Program and the Regional Director 
for the Virginia Department for the Blind and 
Vision Impaired.

While serving as the director in Mississip-
pi, Mr. Sorey reported to the Executive Direc-
tor of the Department of Rehabilitative Ser-
vices. He enjoyed his time in Mississippi and 
his experiences taught him a lot, but he just 
couldn’t pass up the opportunity to interview 
for the position at IDB. “One of the things 
that I learned is that we’re very fortunate to 
have an agency for the blind that provides 
separate, distinctive rehabilitation services 
for those folks that are blind,” he said. He 
feels fortunate to have been selected.

As director, he is looking forward to lead-
ing IDB, and blind Iowans, into a new chapter. 
He reflected on the atmosphere, saying, “I 
can already tell, after only being here a short 
period of time, this is a family. I’m very privi-
leged to be involved in this family.” 

His main goal as director is, “To add onto, 
and to build on what we are already doing. 
No matter how well you’re doing, no matter 
how successful you are, you can always be 
better. That’s my challenge to all of us.” He’s 
looking forward to building partnerships with 
the consumer groups in Iowa, and in general, 
focusing on helping blind Iowans achieve 
their goals and objectives.

He remarked on IDB’s already excellent 
program, of having a history of being the best 
blindness rehabilitation agency in the coun-
try, and we are recognized on a national lev-
el. “We’ve got a great agency; so many tools, 
resources and equipment, and so much 
knowledge we just can’t go wrong,” he said. 
IDB may already be an excellent program, but 
there’s always room for improvement. Direc-
tor Sorey is up to the challenge. u
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Meet new members of  the IDB staff 

IDB’s new 
director, Mr. 

Richard Sorey  
gets ready for 

one of  the 
many meetings 

he’s had to 
familiarize 

himself  with 
the agency. 

Mr. Sorey  is 
settling into his 

duties and is 
looking foward 
to his time here 

in Iowa. 

IDB welcomes new director, Richard Sorey!
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Jim Omvig appointed to Iowa Commission Board
By Rick Dressler   
Communications Specialist

Jim Omvig is no stranger to the Iowa 
Department for the Blind. Widely recog-
nized as a pioneering advocate for civil 

rights for the blind in Iowa and nationally, 
he has had a long, illustrious career as both 
lawyer and activist. His longtime connection 
to the department dates back to 1961 when 
he started as a student in the Orientation 
Center. 

Originally from Slater, Jim and his wife 
Sharon only recently returned to Iowa af-
ter living around the country. Following his 
move back, Jim was appointed to the Iowa 
Commission for the Blind board by Governor 
Branstad. Mr. Omvig begins his tenure on 
the Commission at the same time as IDB’s 
new director, Mr. Richard Sorey, takes over. 
Looking forward to getting back to his roots, 
Mr. Omvig stated his goal is, “to work with 
[Mr. Sorey], and just really make this the 
best place it can be so that blind people in 
Iowa who have not had services yet can have 
the best possible services.” 

Diagnosed with retinitis pigmentosa at 
the age of 10, Jim attended and gradu-
ated from the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving 
School in Vinton. After living at home and 
working in a creamery for several years, he 
made his way to Des Moines and became a 
student in the Adult Orientation and Adjust-
ment Center in 1961. Thankful for the train-
ing he received, Mr. Omvig said, “I [learned] 
how to deal with my blindness just absolute-
ly and totally.”

Mr. Omvig went on to receive his under-
graduate and law degree from Loyola Uni-
versity. After traveling around the country, 
he soon realized that other states didn’t 
offer the kind of training he received in Iowa. 
Mr. Omvig has been involved with  work 
for the blind ever since. He was the first 

blind attorney ever hired by a federal agency, 
the National Labor Relations Board; and 
he’s been a member of the Committee for 
Purchase from People Who Are Blind or 
Severely Disabled in Washington, D.C. He’s 
come full circle in a way, from being a stu-
dent to coming back 51 years later to be a 
member of the board. 

While “partially retired”, Mr. Omvig obvi-
ously isn’t slowing down. Passionate about 
improving opportunities for the next genera-
tion, Mr. Omvig urges young, blind Iowans to 
get the proper training they need to succeed 
in life. More importantly, he encourages 
them to connect with inspired blind people. 
His advice is, “Get immediately connected 
with other blind people who are successful 
so you’ve got role models every day of your 
life.” u

Jim Omvig brings years of  experience to his position 
as a member of  the Iowa Commission for the Blind 
Board.
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Senior Orientation opens doors to self-discovery

Every year, the Indepen-
dent Living program 
hosts a week of inten-

sive training for seniors at 
the Iowa Department for the 
Blind (IDB) in Des Moines. 
Participants learn skills 
and develop confidence to 
help them adjust to vision 
loss. They are also given the 
chance to meet others who 
share their experiences.

In April, Mary Jo Bragg, 
from DeWitt, IA, participated 
in Senior Orientation. Mary 
Jo submitted a reflection on 
her experience in hopes that 
her letter “conveys to you 
and anyone else who may 
read it just how much this ex-
perience has opened my life 
to possibilities I thought were 
lost.” Here is what Mary had 
to say:

“My experiences with 
Senior Orientation brought 

me to a new awareness of 
myself and gave me the tools 
to run with my new-found 
liberty.

When I first heard that 
I was a candidate for this 
week of self-discovery I was 
very apprehensive. I had no 
idea what to expect or what 
I could possibly come away 
with, after all I was “blind.”

What I discovered was: 
Yes, I was blind, but I had ac-
cepted the stereotype of the 
general public and my family 
that said I would always be 
needy. I, however, discovered 
I can do anything I set my 
mind to. I just have to find 
different and new ways to ac-
complish the things that, as 
a sighted person, I took for 
granted. I learned to accept 
that I can still cook, enjoy 
books, take walks, work with 
my crafts, and be all that I 

was before I lost my sight. 
I may not be able to drive, 
but I can take a bus or find a 
driver. I can still enjoy shop-
ping, being involved with my 
church, and any number of 
activities. The world is mine 
to explore any way I wish.

When we first arrived at 
IDB, I was immediately set at 
ease by the warm and friend-
ly, knowledgeable staff. I felt 
safe and was then able to 
embrace the teaching and 
guidance in a warm and 
loving environment. I can do 
anything I set my mind to 
trying. My world no longer 
had to have self-imposed or 
pre-conceived limits. Noth-
ing is impossible, just a new 
challenge that is waiting to 
be conquered. In one class 
I learned to cook, in another 
I learned to read Braille. 
I learned cane travel and 
crafts. These were all tools 
that showed me I was still a 
useful citizen.

In business class I 
learned that we are all 
teachers, helping our family, 
friends and community to 
see blindness in a new light. 
I also learned to come to 
terms with my lack of vision 
and that my eyes may not 
see, but my brain still does. 
We can be as useful and as 
involved as we choose to be.

Most of all I learned that 
we are not helpless victims 
of fate but masters of our 
lives!!!” u

Mary Jo Bragg (left) learns how to mark cans of  food. This was one of  
many skills she learned while spending a week in Senior Orientation.



By Barb Weigel   
IL Project Specialist

The moment a call 
comes in with a referral 
for Independent Living 

(IL) services, the process of 
exploring the client’s needs 
begins.  The staff person 
receiving the initial call ex-
plores what the client would 
like assistance with and of-
fers various services to help 
meet the needs.  The refer-
ral is then assigned to an IL 
teacher, and an in-home visit 
is arranged.

At the initial home visit, 
the IL teacher continues to 
assess the client’s needs 
and helps the client explore 
additional options that may 
not have been considered.  
Often, when individuals are 
first referred to IDB, they 
have already formed opin-
ions about what they can 
and cannot do.  It isn’t until 
an IL teacher helps them 
explore and identify alter-
natives that they begin to 
realize the possibilities and 
no longer limit themselves 
because of vision loss.

The areas to be explored 
cover all aspects of everyday 
life.  The exploration process 
is a joint effort between the 
client and the IL teacher.  
The teacher not only edu-
cates the client about tech-

niques and resources, but 
also provides guidance.  The 
client is then able to choose 
the areas important to him 
or her, and together, the 
client (with the help of the 
IL teacher) begins to imple-
ment the techniques and 
resources to meet the identi-
fied needs.

Here are some examples 
of how all of this works:

Cindy recently decided to 
discontinue driving.  With the 
help of her IL teacher, she is 
exploring public bus routes, 
paratransit, and volunteers 
to get to church activities, 
medical appointments, and 
volunteer work.  She has 
also started using a white 
cane for greater indepen-
dence and increased recog-
nition and safety in the com-
munity.

Due to health issues, Sha-
ron isn’t able to get out into 
the community as much for 
social events.  She now finds 
herself getting bored.  She 
relied on her library services 
to help pass the time but re-
cently decided this is no lon-
ger enough.  She is exploring 
additional leisure activities 
such as craft projects to help 
fill her time and to fulfill her 
need to be more productive.

Sara has always loved to 
bake and entertain.  She was 
having trouble reading reci-

pes, finding new recipes, and 
measuring ingredients.  She 
had started buying ready-
made items rather than mak-
ing them from scratch. 

With guidance from her 
teacher, Sara realized she 
didn’t have to give up these 
tasks.  She explored op-
tions for recipes and had her 
favorite recipes recorded into 
audio format.  She sought 
and continues to seek new 
recipes through books and 
magazines from the Library 
for the Blind and Physically 
Handicapped.  She also uses 
adapted measuring spoons 
and cups to measure accu-
rately.  She is again making 
items from scratch and feels 
confident enough to enter-
tain again.

The process of explora-
tion is just that--a process.  
As clients and teachers work 
together, clients gain the 
confidence and skills that 
often result in the desire to   
explore additional options 
they hadn’t initially consid-
ered.  It is through the client-
teacher partnership that 
all needs are explored and 
addressed. u

For more information about 
IDB’s Independent Living 
services, please call (800) 
362-2587 or visit our web-
site at www.idbonline.org.
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By Liz Soenen   
Rehabilitation Teacher

Meet Delores – for-
mer Hospice patient, 
residing in Garner’s 

Concord Care Center. De-
lores is legally blind, in a 
wheelchair, on oxygen, has a 
pacemaker, is insulin depen-
dent, and is a cancer survi-
vor. The day she no longer 
needed Hospice care, she 
said, “I just didn’t want to 
lie here and go to waste, so 
I got up and started mov-
ing, [to the best of my abil-
ity].” This mother of seven 
(one deceased), did just 
that. From her little shared 
room, Delores continually 
explores new things.

Delores’ relationship with 
IDB began when a caregiv-
er from the nursing home 
brought her to the Annual 
Mason City Diabetes Festival 
in search of information. As 
she came by the IDB booth, 
she said, “It caught ahold of 
me.” She wanted to further 
explore ways in which she 
could read on her own again.  
“Reading is like eating for 
me,” she said. “If I can’t 
read, I’m not a very happy 
camper.”

When the digital talk-
ing book player came from 
the Iowa Library for the 
Blind, she found she could, 
“explore the machine on 
my own to listen to the in-
structions,” and she hasn’t 
stopped reading since. The 

digital talking book player 
gives Delores access to a 
wide variety of interesting 
reading materials.

Delores recently talked 
with her local community col-
lege about learning to use 
the computer. She checked 
out audio computer books 
such as “Computers for 
Dummies” and decided that 

learning to use a computer 
was not for her.

Delores continues to 
“travel” and explore the 
larger world through geog-
raphy and history books. A 
cartridge provided by the 
Friends of the Library to ev-
ery patron enables her to 
request specific books from 
the collection; these books 
can be added to her person-
al cartridge by a readers’ ad-
visor from the Library.

Over the years, Delo-
res has taken some writing 
courses and written short 
stories. Since her vision loss, 
she began using a writing 
guide to write print indepen-
dently. Recently, she also 
purchased a digital recorder 
which she uses to “write” her 

unfinished stories.
The activity coordinator, 

Marlene Lewerke, encourag-
es her and can line up a vol-
unteer to assist Delores with 
getting her stories into the 
computer for printing when 
she is ready for that step.

Delores explores ave-
nues which can help other 
people. When she realized 
the facility did not have a 
quiet worship area, she be-
gan to open up a dialogue 
with staff about options.  
Now, something better is in 
progress.

Delores says her many 
years with Al-Anon instilled 
in her a belief that helping 
even one person is a good 
thing. She still does this, ad-
vocating for self and others 
in the nursing home, telling 
others about the services 
from the Department, par-
ticipating in activities, and 
problem-solving so that she 
can participate in activities, 
regardless of the amount of 
vision she has. It was only re-
cently that she stopped call-
ing Bingo, but she is current-
ly exploring ways in which 
she might be able to contin-
ue with this fun activity.

The old adage, “You can’t 
know what you don’t know,” 
rings true for Delores. When 
she has the opportunity to 
learn something that will en-
rich her life and others, she 
is going to find a way for that 
to happen. u

Thirst for knowledge is woman’s driving force

I just didn’t want 
to lie there and 
go to waste, 
so I got up and 
started moving.“



In the vocational rehabilita-
tion (VR) program of the 
Iowa Department for the 

Blind (IDB), our VR counsel-
ors are often asked to pro-
vide information about jobs 
that are well-suited to the 
blind or employers who have 
hired (and are supposedly 
familiar with) blind people.  
These inquiries are based 
on the all-too-common (and 
mistaken) belief that people 
who are blind should work 
only in careers where other 
blind people have achieved 
success or for employers 
who have had previous expe-
rience with blind or visually 
impaired employees.  

While this approach may 
sometimes garner a success-
ful outcome, it is certainly 
not one which reflects our 
belief in the ability of blind 
or visually impaired Iowans 
(given proper training and 
opportunity) to achieve suc-
cess in today’s labor market.
When a person is trying to 
make a career choice, con-
ventional wisdom tells us 
that three questions need to 
be considered:

1.	 What kind of work do I 
want to do? 

2.	 What kind of work can I 
do? 

3.	 What does the labor 
market look like for the 
jobs that are suited to my 
interests and abilities, 
and what is the demand 
for these jobs where I live 
or would like to live?

These questions are no 
less important for our VR 
clients to consider.  In fact, 
we urge them to think about 
these questions and to 
adopt the same approach as 
their sighted peers.  We rec-
ognize that there is a power-
ful temptation to focus exclu-
sively on jobs that have been 
performed successfully by 
other blind people or to con-
tact employers who have had 
successful experiences with 
blind employees.  We urge 
our clients not to succumb to 
this temptation but instead 
to concentrate most of their 
efforts on doing the same 
things that other jobseekers 
do in career planning.  We 
encourage them to regard 
blindness not as a barrier 
but as merely another char-
acteristic which, combined 
with many others, comprises 
the entire individual.  

Our hope is that VR cli-
ents will select careers in 
which they have both a genu-
ine interest and a strong 
aptitude.  Curtis Chong, Pro-
gram Administrator of Field 

Operations and Access Tech-
nology, encourages clients 
to “put aside the blindness 
and discover your likes and 
dislikes. Then, we can work 
with you to build the skill 
and confidence you need to 
achieve your goals.”

How does one go about 
discovering the career that 
matches his/her skills, ap-
titudes, and interests?  Ac-
cording to Chong, the key 
is to “Start asking yourself 
some basic questions.  Do 
you want to work inside 
or outside?  What kind of 
money do you want to make? 
Do you want to work with 
people or more on your own?  
Do you like working with 
your hands or do you prefer 
activities that involve more 
concentration?” This is an 
area where our VR counsel-
ors can be of tremendous 
help. While they won’t actu-
ally answer these questions 
directly, they can provide 
guidance and advice which 
will help the client to answer 
these questions for him or 
herself.

Once a VR client has 
a solid grasp on his/her 
interests and talents, the 
next step is to talk with the 
people who hold the jobs in 
which he/she might be inter-
ested. A client should not as-
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sume that a sighted person 
should never be consulted. 
The whole idea here is for 
the client to find out every-
thing that is involved with a 
particular job or career and 
then to make an informed 
choice about whether this is 
the right career.

Certainly, the characteris-
tic of blindness or poor vi-
sion needs to be considered.  
Is the client proficient in the 
alternative techniques of 
blindness, and is proficiency 
with these techniques actu-
ally required for the career 
being considered?  For ex-
ample, suppose a particular 
job requires an extensive 
amount of reading and writ-
ing, and suppose further that 
the job involves completing 
a lot of work with some ex-
tremely tight timelines.  The 
VR client needs to consider 
the question of whether or 

not he or she possesses 
the ability to read and write 
as quickly and efficiently as 
the job requires--regardless 
of whether the reading and 
writing tasks are to be ac-
complished with Braille, 
speech, enlarged print, or in 
another way.

And while there are cer-
tainly some jobs for which 
sight is absolutely essential, 
the actual number of those 
jobs is fewer than most 
people think.  For example, 
driving a truck is certainly an 
activity which today requires 
the ability to see.  But the 
blind person could imagine 
owning the trucking com-
pany.  Flying a plane is some-
thing for which a person 
must be able to see.  But a 
qualified blind person could 
conceivably work as a de-
sign engineer and build that 
plane.

Our VR program wants 

everyone to remember that 
blindness does not have to 
stop a person from achieving 
a lifelong dream.  With the 
right combination of skills 
and confidence, many things 
are possible. u

The Department’s employ-
ment services are delivered 
through its Vocational Re-
habilitation (VR) program. 
VR helps blind or visually 
impaired Iowans prepare for, 
obtain and retain employ-
ment in a variety of occupa-
tions. Applicants are eligible 
for services based upon their 
visual disability, their need 
for employment services and 
their intent to work.

If you or someone you know 
could benefit from our ser-
vices, call at (515) 281-1333 
for more information!

PAGE 10  | The White Cane

| Continued from Page 9 | 

Did you know you can...
Make a referral for a family member or friend any time? There are multiple 

ways you can do this:

•	 Go online to www.idbonline.org/form/referral

•	 Send it in via U.S. Mail

•	 E-mail the form as an attachment to information@blind.state.ia.us

•	 Give us a call!  

Local: 515-281-1333; Toll free (in Iowa) 800-362-2587; TTY: 515-281-1355 
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By Lance Blas
Rehabilitation Teacher

Sandi Ryan grew up in Nevada, Iowa.  
She was a very curious young girl with 
a passion for reading.  She also hap-

pened to be blind, so this passion was at 
grave risk of becoming a major frustration.  
The school and public libraries only had print 
books, and Sandi needed Braille or recorded 
books.  Sandi’s mother wanted to help her 
daughter drink in the magic of reading and 
to experience everything that can be found 
in the world of books, so she started to 
investigate their options.  Fortunately, this 
search soon led to the Iowa Department for 
the Blind (IDB), home to the regional Library 
for the Blind and Physically Handicapped.

“As a 10 year old fourth grader, it was 
always a big deal to travel to the big city (Des 
Moines),” Sandi recalls.  She made that trip 
one day with her mother and embarked on 
an adventure that would last a lifetime.  “I 
couldn’t believe how many books were here 
at this wonderful place.  I picked out a book 
with the help of the librarian and found a 
place in the middle of all the books, sat 
down, and started reading.  I remember 
thinking to myself that I want to live in a 
library all the rest of my life.” 

Sandi signed up to receive audio books 
in the mail.  Talking books at this time in the 

early 1960’s were records.  She remembers 
the records being heavy and playing at 33 
1/3 RPM.  “The record players themselves 
were bulky square machines that had won-
derful sound. The biggest problem with the 
records was the scratches.  They would 
snap, crackle, pop, and often skip in the 
best places where you wanted to hear the 
words the most.”

In the beginning, Sandi would order a 
long playing record with the help of her 
reader’s advisor and it would take up to 10 
days to get it.  In the late 60’s the records 
became smaller and were able to hold more 
information.  Cassette audio books began 
being produced in the mid 70’s.  “I thought 
I was in heaven.  The cassette player was 
so much smaller than the record player. The 
cassette books could be carried in one’s 
pocket, and with the cassette having four 
tracks, I could listen to one book for hours.  I 
would order a book and it would come in the 
mail in just three to four days in a smaller 
more manageable container.  From what I 
can remember, David Copperfield by Charles 
Dickens was on 36 records and at this time 
it could fit on just 10-11 cassettes. It was so 
much easier to store the books and carry 
them around.”

“In my college career, I relied on the IDB 

Words 	 	
  To 
	 Live  	
	   By...

| Continued on Page 12 |
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Library to produce my textbooks in acces-
sible formats on cassette and in Braille.  
The talented Braillists even created charts 
and pictures for me in a raised image that 
helped me to understand the material.”  
Sandi considers herself to be a “visual” 
learner, so being able to touch tactile rep-
resentations of what was being taught in 
the audio text was a valuable learning tool.  
These services are still available to students 
through the library at the IDB.  

Sandi attended Iowa State University 
where she earned a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Dietetics and a Master’s Degree in Human 
Nutrition.  After college Sandi worked as 
a licensed dietician for the Department of 
Public Health.  She continued to use the IDB 
Library.  “When teaching people about nutri-
tion and good health skills, I was able to get 
nutrition, health, and cook books from the 
library in formats that I could access.  This 
really was an important part of the way that I 
was able to teach and better the lives of the 
clients that I worked with.”

“The idea that blind people don’t read 
and enjoy the same books as everyone else 
was as wrong in the 70’s as it is now.  I have 
always wanted to stay up to date on cur-
rent events.  My Reader’s Digest Magazine 
would come in the mail, and it would be a 
month behind the issue that my sighted 
friends were reading.  They would ask me if I 
had read an article in the latest issue, and I 
would have to say, ‘No, I won’t get that ar-
ticle until next month.’  I felt left out.  Now I 
get the same current issue of the magazine 
when my sighted friends get it and, when 
someone asks if I have read a story, I can 
confidently say, ‘Yes!’ and we can discuss 
the story.

Technology has made access to writ-
ten materials for blind people much easier 
and more timely.  Sandi remembers Braille 
books taking three years or more to become 
available after being published in print.  

Tapes were available sooner, but she still 
had to wait nearly 18 months for the re-
corded version of a recently published book. 
Now, audio books are often available within 
six months of the release of a print book.  
Sandi is a frequent visitor to the web site 
of the National Library Service for the Blind 
and Physically Handicapped (www.nlsbard.
loc.gov), where she is able to browse and 
download new releases. She also uses the 
IDB on line Library Link to order books.  She 
says “I have so many more choices now be-
cause of technology.  I am able to download 
books and now magazines on a thumb drive 
or cartridge using my own computer.  Sev-
eral books and magazines can fit on one of 
these devices.”  She enjoys magazines such 
as Good Housekeeping, Diabetes Forecast, 
and Cooking Light.  

Sandi also participates in a book club 
that is hosted by the IDB.  Five to seven 
people read a selected book each month 
and then discuss it via a telephone confer-
ence call.  Sandi is able to download book 
club selections on to a cartridge so she can 
have a library of these books on one single 
device that is smaller than a deck of cards.  
Pretty cool stuff!  While Sandi enjoys being 
able to download her own books, it is good 
to know that IDB library staff stands ready to 
provide this service upon request.

Sandi has benefited from the experts in 
the library.  She says “Back in the beginning 
I worked very closely with my reader’s  

| Continued from Page 11 | 
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Sandi Ryan discovered 
an invaluable resource 
in the Iowa Library 
for the Blind and 
Physically Handicapped 
at a young age. Sandi 
used Library services 
while attending college, 
and now enjoys 
downloading books 
and magazines from 
her home.



From the Librarian
Going places 
doesn’t always re-
quire leaving a com-
fortable chair. Every-
one who has read a 
great book knows 
the feeling of being pulled into a 
scene or a setting.  The best writ-
ers telling good stories—whether 
fiction or nonfiction—always help 
us explore both the unfamiliar and 
the familiar people and places of 
life in ways that entertain us and 
occasionally change us. 

I recall the first time I read Siddhar-
tha (DB 52190) by Herman Hesse, 
a fictionalized version of Buddha’s 
life. I was 16. I knew no Buddhists, 
but I had seen on television the fa-
mous photo of the self-immolation 
of the Buddhist monk, Thich Quang 
Duc, protesting religious persecu-
tion in Vietnam. Later I stumbled 
upon Hesse’s novel in my home-
town library. Reading Siddhartha 
took me on a journey far from the 
world I had been raised in, and it 
forever changed how I viewed the 
world. 

Many books have changed me. 
Books have led me to high moun-
tain summits, meditative retreats, 
to a better understanding of friend-
ship, and books have even led me 
to new jobs. Sometimes the best 
explorations of all don’t require a 
single step, just the turn of a page. 
Then the book is put away, and the 
second part of discovery begins.

Sincerely,

Randy  Landgrebe
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Volunteers recognized at 
2012 Elizabeth Perowsky 
Volunteer Workshop and 
Luncheon

Held on April 20, “Volunteers: Time-Honored 
Classics” was the theme for this year’s Eliza-
beth Perowsky Volunteer Workshop and Lun-

cheon. From the long-serving to the class acts, all 
volunteers were welcomed and celebrated through-
out the day’s seminars for Braillists and Narrators, 
the Library Users’ Panel, and the Awards Luncheon.

Keynote speaker Cody Dolinsek, doctoral stu-
dent in philosophy and library patron, conveyed the 
importance of reading and described the impact 
certain authors have had on him. He quoted C. S. 
Lewis and Saul Bellow, and noted that reading Al-
lan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind led 
to a turning point in his life. “Books constitute for 
me one of the most important things that make me 
who I am,” Cody said. He extended his gratitude to 
all the transcribers who have Brailled and recorded 
books for him.

The 2012 Perowsky Award was presented to 
Narrator Robert White of Moline, Illinois. Bob has re-
corded over 110 items since he began in 2006, av-
eraging better than eighteen transcriptions per year. 
Bob also serves as the Library’s field expert, assist-
ing several other narrators in the Quad Cities area 
with equipment issues and recording questions. 
A retired theatre professor, he enjoys researching 
pronunciations and can make even dry reading a 
pleasure to hear. Every assignment is an adven-
ture in learning something new. “One of the great 
joys of narrating is all of the doors that have been 
opened. Thank you again for the opportunities you 
have given me to expand my world by the choices of 
books you have assigned,” Bob stated. u

For a full list of awards and recipients, please visit 
www.idbonline.org/volunteer/volunteer-workshop.



Here is a booklist featuring 
tales of adventure.

DB72203 
Boone: a biography by Rob-
ert Morgan

Biography of legendary 
woodsman Daniel Boone 
(1734-1820) who led pio-
neer settlers to Kentucky 
before making his home in 
Missouri. Examines Boone’s 
freemasonry and Quaker 
beliefs during revolution 
and wilderness wars. De-
tails Boone’s later years as 
he struggled with debt and 
failed business ventures. 
Discusses Boone’s influ-
ence on American culture. 
2007.

DB70636 
Emperors of the ice: a true 
story of disaster and surviv-
al in the Antarctic, 1910-13 
by Richard Farr.

Fictionalized account 
of Englishman Robert F. 
Scott’s Antarctic expedi-
tion based on the memoirs 
of Apsley Cherry-Garrard, 
an assistant zoologist on 
the adventure. Describes 
Scott’s harrowing march to 
the South Pole and a side 
trip in search of emperor 
penguin eggs. 2008.

DB70119 
Pirate latitudes: a novel by 
Michael Crichton.

Jamaica, 1665. Captain 
Charles Hunter of the Cas-
sandra assembles a motley 

crew to infiltrate the Span-
ish fortress on Matanceros 
island and steal its gold. An 
adventurous, bloody raid 
ensues against the out-
post’s garrison and its sav-
age commander, Cazalla. 
Violence and some descrip-
tions of sex. Bestseller. 
2009.

DB73281 
Napoleon’s pyramids by 
William Dietrich.

While in Paris, Ethan 
Gage, a thirty-three-year-
old American frontiers-
man, wins a curiously en-
graved gold medallion in a 
card game and soon after 
is framed for murder. Gage 
escapes to Egypt with Na-
poleon Bonaparte’s expedi-
tion. He encounters myster-
ies, battles, and treachery; 
finds love; and solves the 
mystery of the amulet. 
2007.

DBO15344 
Walk in a Relaxed Man-
ner: Life Lessons from the 
Camino by Joyce Rupp.

A 60-year-old nun from 
Iowa and her friend Tom, 
a semi-retired priest, walk 
a 37-day pilgrimage along 
the Camino de Santiago in 
northern Spain. Along the 
way she reflects on the all-
too-physical journey they 
take in Spain and the spiri-
tual journey that we all take. 
2005.

DBO15260 
The Collected Short Stories 
of Louis L’Amour: Frontier 
Stories, Volume 7 by Louis 
L’Amour.

A collection of 28 tales 
of danger, hardship and ad-
venture in the Old West. 
2009.

DBO15412 
Travelers’ Tales: Grand Can-
yon by James O’Reilly, ed.

Though millions of peo-
ple visit the Grand Canyon 
every year, few venture be-
yond its spectacular vistas. 
Through these stories, read-
ers experience the deeper 
wonders of this magnificent 
world treasure. Join Barry 
Lopez, David Brower, Ter-
ry Tempest Williams, and 
more celebrated authors as 
they swim in hidden grottos 
under luminous waterfalls, 
raft the white water of the 
Colorado River, sleep under 
billion-year-old cliffs, face 
the terror of a flash flood, 
hike ancient Native Ameri-
can trails through astonish-
ing side canyons, and stand 
alone in an immense soli-
tude. An updated guidebook 
section provides detailed in-
formation on visiting and ex-
ploring the area. 2005.

To request these or other 
titles contact your Reader  
Advisor at (800) 362-2587.
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|orientation center

By Rebecca Swainey
Braille Teacher

While students voluntarily enter the Ori-
entation Center, that doesn’t mean 
all are eager to take cane travel class. 

A case in point is Linda Stone, 65.  In 2007, 
while living in Peoria, Illinois, Linda suddenly 
experienced a series of losses.  First: the loss 
of her husband after a terminal illness, fol-
lowed by loss of a job she loved.  Meanwhile, 
she lost vision due to diabetic retinopathy.  Fi-
nally, there came the loss of her home.  Out 
of necessity, Linda moved in with a daughter.  
When that daughter moved to Texas, Linda 
moved to a senior housing complex near an-
other daughter in Marshalltown, Iowa. Living 
alone, Linda became a prisoner in her own 
apartment.  She feared going out because she 
could not see. Then she met an Independent 
Living Teacher from the Iowa Department for 
the Blind and began her journey towards in-
dependence.  Linda was soon given a cane 
and her first mobility lessons.  She attended a 
week of training called Senior Orientation, and 
from this experience, decided to enter the Ori-
entation Center as a full-time student.

When Linda started travel class in the Cen-
ter, she was absolutely terrified to go outside 
of the building wearing sleep shades, which 
she’d absolutely refused to do during Senior 
Orientation. With most students, this fear di-
minishes by the end of their first or second 
month.  In Linda’s case, travel class meant ex-
treme levels of anxiety, sometimes even requir-
ing calls to her therapist. After several months, 
her anxiety decreased to a point that she could 
solo around the agency’s home block.  Linda 
was ecstatic. Measurements of great achieve-
ments vary for each student; in Linda’s case, 
soloing home block was like climbing Mount 

Everest.  She would have been quite happy to 
stop at this point, but with strong encourage-
ment, she pushed on to cross streets and ex-
plore the world beyond.

Life changed dramatically as a result of her 
training.  Linda blossomed into an on-the-go 
ambassador for the Iowa Department for the 
Blind.  “I have given dozens of presentations to 
all types of groups since I got my training at the 
Department,” Linda said.  “I travel all over the 
place, and not just in Marshalltown.  I’ve gone 
by myself to my daughter’s place in Texas.  
I’ve been to Arkansas to visit my brother.  I’ve 
been to Illinois several times to visit my mother 
and family there.  When I lost my sight, I nev-
er imagined that I could do any of these things 
by myself.  I thought my life was over.  I didn’t 
think I could do anything.  Travel was such a 
struggle for me when I started in the Center.  
I said to my teacher, ‘Why don’t you just give 
up on me?  I’m a lost cause!’  But he didn’t, 

The confidence to explore and discover

| Continued on Page 16 |

Orientation 
student, Linda 

Stone, hones 
her cane travel 

skills while 
navigating the 

home economics 
kitchen.  Linda 

attended a week 
of  training 

in Senior 
Orientation 
before she 

decided to enter 
the Orientation 
Center as a full-

time student.



Navigating Shop
Jerad Nylin, recent graduate of  the Adult Orientation 
and Adjustment Center, enters the shop located in the 
basement of  the Department. Using the training he 
received in cane travel, Jerad confidently maneuvers in 
between the various machines and other obstacles to 
reach his work station.
Photo by Mark Edge.
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and I didn’t, and now look at 
me today.  I’m always going 
someplace!”

Concerns for independent 
mobility are not unique to old-
er or newly blind individuals. 
Jerad Nylin, 19, was born with 
Leber’s congenital amauro-
sis, a rare eye disease.   Al-
though legally blind, he has 
some usable vision.  He re-
ceived mobility training un-
til his sophomore year of high 
school, when he decided it 
wasn’t cool to be seen with a 
long white cane because oth-
ers would think he was ‘blind’.  
So his cane was parked in the 
corner of his bedroom, or in 
his closet –anyplace except 

in his hand.  After high school 
graduation, he realized he 
didn’t have the confidence to 
compete in the real world.  He 
decided to enter the Orienta-
tion Center.

His years of mobility in-
struction were beneficial, and 
Jerad started travel class with 
a good foundation; what he 
lacked was confidence.  His 
goals were to refresh his skills 
and improve his confidence 
while in the process becom-
ing familiar with a new city.  
He grew up in Cedar Rapids. 
Des Moines and its surround-
ing suburbs were a whole new 
experience.

Jerad’s confidence grew, 
beginning with his first solo 
route.  “I felt so good that I 

could go someplace I’d never 
been before and be success-
ful in doing it. I already knew 
how to use a cane, but being 
out there alone in an unfa-
miliar area was freaky.  Hav-
ing that first bit of success 
spurred me to want more.  It 
became a game, a challenge 
that I enjoy.”   Jerad noted, 
“I’ve had all kinds of experi-
ences and now I am confident 
I can travel anywhere.”  Jerad 
will be using this new confi-
dence when he begins school 
this fall at Kirkwood Communi-
ty College. u

| Continued from Page 15 | 

Curious... 
about the Orientation Center

or any of the 
Iowa Department for the Blind’s 

programs?

Take a tour!
We offer free tours of our historic 
building and an inside look at our 

programs and services.

Call 515-281-1333 
to schedule a tour.



By Julie Aufdenkamp
Transition Counselor

It’s a common belief that 
teenagers often pick up 
more than a paycheck 

from a part-time or summer 
job. Why should it be any 
different for a blind or visu-
ally impaired youth? A focus 
of the Iowa Department for 
the Blind (IDB) Transition 
Program is to provide high 
school students with oppor-
tunities to gain meaningful 
work experience that could 
positively impact their future 
vocational goals and subse-
quent employment. 

There is a lot to gain from 
a part-time job, including 
lessons that go beyond high 
school classrooms. A blind 
or visually impaired teen 
employee could gain experi-
ence in addressing his/her 
disability with the employer 
and other staff and advocat-
ing for reasonable accom-
modations. All high school-
aged employees would have 
opportunities on the job to 
develop interpersonal skills 
and other valuable skills re-
lated to teamwork, commu-
nication, decision-making, 
problem-solving, gathering 
and processing information, 

following direction, planning, 
organizing, and prioritizing. 
Teen jobs could also help 
build discipline, responsibil-
ity, reliability, a good work 
ethic, and work experience 
that could pay off later in life.

A part-time job could 
serve as one method for 
exploring potential careers. 
In addition, building work 
experience; developing job-
specific abilities (i.e. com-
puter skills, cooking skills, 
customer service skills, etc.); 
and creating a network or a 
pool of contacts by getting to 
know people would also be 
big positives. It’s never too 
early to start networking. A 
part-time job could enable a 
high school student to poten-
tially grow with the company, 
learn about job leads, and 
develop reference lists.

The employment compo-
nent of the IDB Transition 
Program is incorporated into 
the Weekend Retreats and 
Summer Camps held each 
year. Transition Vocational 
Rehabilitation Counselors 
and staff also work with 
students on a one-on-one 
basis in developing plans 
to prepare for, search for, 
obtain, and retain part-time 
employment.  Ultimately the 

program provides students 
with the opportunity to learn 
about the responsibilities 
and experience the rewards 
of holding a job. The most 
important lesson they learn 
is that they can work com-
petitively and independently 
despite their vision loss.

All of the Transition Pro-
gram components serve to 
enhance each other. They 
include personal and social 
development, life-skills train-
ing, building non-visual tech-
niques for daily living, assis-
tive technology exploration, 
connecting with other teens 
experiencing vision loss, 
recognizing how to be good 
consumers of IDB services, 
becoming more independent 
and self-confident, exploring 
careers, trying recreational 
and volunteering activities, 
and learning how to advo-
cate. u

The IDB Transition Program 
is available to blind and visu-
ally impaired Iowans (eligible 
for vocational rehabilitation 
services), ages 14 to 21 that 
have completed the eighth 
grade and not yet graduated 
from high school.
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|youth transition

Benefits of  Discovering the World of  Work
Transition program focuses on helping blind and visually 
impaired teens gain employment experience



By Roger Erpelding
BEP Program Administrator

If you choose, you can re-
main in good standing as a 
licensed blind manager in 
the Business Enterprises Pro-
gram (BEP) for the rest of 
your working life, and many 
do. It is a profitable and posi-
tive program which works, so 
why not stay with it? 

For others, our program 
enables individuals to pursue 
and obtain a lifelong dream 
through hard work, profit, and 
success. This is the case with 
Monty Habben, our manager, 
Hoover Building Vending, in 
Des Moines.

After a successful stint in 
the Adult Orientation & Ad-
justment Center, Mr. Habben 

was trained and licensed in 
BEP, and obtained his first 
assignment as Manager of 
the Waterloo Vending Route 
in May of 1997. This vend-
ing route included the main 
post office, along with several 
county buildings, and the Wa-
terloo City Hall.

It was soon learned that 
Monty could please custom-
ers and impress staff as well 
as his fellow blind managers. 
Therefore, when the manager 
of our Sioux City facility was 
preparing to leave in June of 
1998, she called Monty to 
see if he might be interest-
ed. At that time, this facility 
included a cafeteria, and al-
though Monty had received 
food service training, he had 
no experience in cafeteria 

management.  We assured 
Monty that we would give him 
the support and assistance 
he would need if interested. 
He “bid” on this facility, and 
was assigned in August of 
1998. Besides the cafeteria, 
this facility featured a large 
vending route covering sev-
eral federal, state and local 
locations.

Upon his arrival in Sioux 
City, Monty realized that his 
direct customer contacts in 
the cafeteria and his inter-
est in youth ministry could 
mesh into the beginning of a 
positive journey. He became 
involved in Youth for Christ 
as well as the Boys and Girls 
Home. His experience in a 
neighborhood youth center 
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|business enterprises
Former BEP manager embarks on new journey

| Continued on Page 19|

Since 1997, 
Monty Habben 
has managed 
several federal, 
state and local 
vending sites across 
Iowa. Habben’s 
involvement with 
BEP has given 
him the experience 
and confidence 
to pursue a new 
calling as the 
Assistant Pastor 
of  the Assembly 
of  God Church in 
Centerville.



as a teenager became a valu-
able asset in his ability to re-
late to troubled youth he was 
serving.

As often happens, a 
strong foundation in an area 
leads to additional interest 
and developments. There-
fore, in March of 2003, 
Monty encountered his next 
assignment as manager of 
the Des Moines Post Office 
Vending. He soon discov-
ered that the environment 
was much different than a 
county court house cafete-
ria. The customers were a 
tougher group and not always 
happy with the world or the 
BEP program. Even so, Mon-
ty knew he had the skills to 
convert problems into pros-
pects. The snack bar had 
been closed due to its non-
profitability. Could the snack 
bar be re-opened and made 
profitable too? He worked 
with postal management and 
postal union representatives 
to see if this was possible. 
To the benefit of all, Monty 
showed his abilities in mak-
ing his third, and toughest, 
assignment an unqualified 
success.

The money was good, but 
the hours were long and ar-
duous. This facility is open 
24 hours per day, 7 days a 
week. This facility also has 
several vending areas. Dur-
ing this time, Monty encoun-
tered a number of health 
problems that required him to 
take life at a bit slower pace. 

Therefore, in May of 2008, he 
was assigned as manager of 
a large vending route in the 
Des Moines area. As before, 
he served customers in a va-

riety of federal, state and lo-
cal places.

Part of Monty’s on-the-
job training was spent at the 
Hoover Building Vending Fa-
cility. It was his favorite site, 
and he vowed “I’ll be back.”  
When its manager retired in 
May of 2010, Monty was as-
signed as manager. This facil-
ity required much less time, 
as it is contained in one build-
ing, except for one satellite 
location. This allowed Monty 
to maximize his customer ser-
vice skills, and gave him time 
to pursue his work with trou-
bled youth.

Monty moved to Des 
Moines, but his quest to be-
come involved in the com-
munity did not change. While 
in Des Moines, he became 
involved with a Christian life 
ministry, affiliated with the 
Assembly of God Church. 
As was true in the BEP pro-
gram, Monty wanted more. 
In 2007 he enrolled in the 
Iowa School of Ministry and 

completed three internships; 
he graduated in May of 2012. 
He will be leaving the Busi-
ness Enterprise Program in 
June, and on July 1 he will 
become the Assistant pas-
tor of the Assembly of God 
Church in Centerville, spe-
cializing in family develop-
ment and counseling. “Hope, 
love and compassion are 
the most important things,” 
Monty states. “If the world 
had those, we wouldn’t need 
a police force.” With this 
philosophy in place, Monty 

will base his ministry on this 
belief.

Of course, Monty realizes 
that his new profession will 
have its challenges as well. 
“Learning to deal with dys-
functional adults has been 
my biggest challenge. My 
ministry is all about relation-
ships and not about rules.”

We will miss Monty in our 
program. He is a leader and 
an inspiration. He has men-
tored new managers and 
trainees, and has served on 
the Elected Committee of 
Blind Managers, a peer group 
that is elected every two 
years by other managers in 
the program.

Monty is pleased about 
his Orientation Center experi-
ence and his 15 years in the 
Randolph-Sheppard program. 
“I could never have done any 
of this without the Center. 
The Center helped me to find 
myself.  BEP helped me find 
my purpose.” u
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The Center 
helped me to 
find myself. BEP 
helped me find 
my purpose.“
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Are accessibility laws 
improving nonvisual access to 

technology?

There are laws in force in the United States that 
protect the rights of people with disabilities 
(including people who are blind or visually im-
paired) by requiring information technology to 
be “accessible” to them.

The Americans with Disabilities Act, passed 
in 1990, prohibits private entities from dis-
criminating against people with disabilities and 
has been deemed by many to cover access to 
electronic store fronts presented through the 
Worldwide Web.  It has been used as the basis 
for lawsuits against Target and America Online, 
and as a result of these lawsuits, both organiza-
tions have made serious improvements to their 
respective websites and services.  Yet, while the 
ADA requires that automated teller machines 
be made accessible, there are a lot of ATMs out 
there today that do not allow a blind person to 
conduct his/her business without sighted assis-
tance.

Section 508, an amendment to the United 
States Workforce Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 
mandates that all electronic and information 
technology developed, procured, maintained, 
or used by the federal government be acces-
sible to people with disabilities.  Although this 
provision of the law has been around for more 
than a decade and countless meetings and con-
ferences have been held in conjunction with 
this sweeping legislation, research has shown 
that over 90% of federal-agency home pages 
tested do not comply with Section 508 acces-
sibility guidelines and likely cannot be used by 
people who are blind or have other perceptual 
or motor disabilities.  Moreover, in federal agen-
cies which employ only a handful of people with 
disabilities, computer applications that are not 
accessible continue to be the norm rather than 

the exception.
The Twenty-First Century Communications 

and Video Accessibility Act (a relatively new and 
sweeping piece of legislation) is aimed at im-
proving the availability of nonvisually-accessible 
cell phones and other communication devic-
es and increasing the availability of descriptive 
video programming for televisions.  On the plus 
side, there has been an increase in the num-
ber of television shows with descriptive video, 
and it is likely that this number will continue to 
grow.  Also, on the plus side, Apple has created 
the iPhone, a sophisticated piece of technolo-
gy which (although somewhat more costly than 
your basic mobile phone) does provide an un-
precedented level of access to its many sophis-
ticated services and features.  But if you are one 
of those people who longs for a simple mobile 
phone that is completely usable without sight, 
you are likely to be frustrated; to my knowledge 
only one company--Verizon--has in its line up a 
basic cell phone that is fully accessible to the 
blind.  We can hope that, as this new law ma-
tures, more companies will follow Apple’s lead 
and build nonvisual access into their products.

Have accessibility laws improved the ability 
of the blind or visually impaired to use technol-
ogy in today’s digital age?  The answer, I regret 
to say, is not a simple “yes” or “no.”  Certain-
ly, these laws have stimulated some very good 
work and creative ideas.  But despite the good 
work and creative ideas, blind and visually im-
paired people are still confronted by many chal-
lenges each and every day.  There are set top 
boxes on our televisions that a blind person 
cannot use without sighted help.   There are 
too many cell phones that are simply unusable 
without sight.  And in the area of employment, 
the technologies we must use to carry out our 
work is often beyond the reach of the best talk-
ing screen access program.  Nevertheless, with-
out these laws, the progress that is evident to-
day would not have been achieved.  Simply put, 
blind and visually impaired people are better off 
with these laws than without them. u

Accessible Technology
Talking Tech
w/ Curtis Chong



The White Cane | PAGE 21

|blind perspective 

The great 
explorers 
such as 

Magellan, Cor-
tez, and Lewis 
and Clark were 
like early ce-
lebrities to me. The astronauts 
who traveled into space left 
me in awe. All of these people 
took chances that would have 
made me hide beneath the 
covers. Not only did they 
take those chances, but 
they did what others said 
was impossible. I thrived 
on their tales of adventure 
as a child. Yes, I’ll admit it. 
I grew up battling “explorer 
envy”.

I think it was because of my 
general nature. You know, 
being afraid to try anything. 
I didn’t like new foods, new 
people, strange places or even 
semi-adventurous activities. I 
was happy where I was; sur-
rounded by the familiar. I se-
cretly longed for the courage 
the Cowardly Lion sought from 
the Wizard of Oz, but there 
was no way I could survive a 
tornado just to get it. Howev-
er, life has a way of propelling 
us out of our comfort zones. 
My life was no different. One 
way or the other I had to con-
front many of the things I was 
afraid of and somehow I sur-
vived.

I am by no means a great ex-

plorer. You won’t find me trav-
eling to Yakutsk or skydiving, 
but I have developed a great-
er sense of discovery. Explora-
tion started partly because my 
life path included blindness. 
Just as necessity is the mother 
of invention, it is also the fa-
ther of exploration. Blindness 
made it necessary for me to 
explore--not only to explore 

where I wanted to go, but also 
the means to get there, in-
cluding the tools, skills, knowl-
edge, psychology, and forti-
tude that entails. Sometimes it 
isn’t an easy task. Exploration 
wasn’t limited to going differ-
ent places. It became the key 
to any environment, obstacle, 
or desire. There were usually 
two choices: discover a way to 
accomplish a goal or forget it. 
It turns out, I’m not easily dis-
suaded.  

It seems strange to look back 
on the person I was when I lost 
my vision. There have been 
many changes, and I realize 
blindness is only a small part 

of those. As far as exploration, 
however, blindness played the 
major role. As I increased self-
confidence by doing the nec-
essary things to maintain my 
normal life, I also increased my 
confidence to do the things I 
always wished I had the cour-
age to do. For once life didn’t 
push me out of my comfort 
zone; I stepped away from it.

As blind people, some-
times we are explorers by 
necessity. I believe we are 
also explorers by design. 
I have met so many of us 
who thrive on doing the 
impossible--impossible 
simply being those goals 
we once told ourselves 
we could not accomplish 
or the ones others tried 

to limit for us. I love to watch 
people achieving things they 
never imagined. Like those 
great explorers, it isn’t about 
success as much as it is about 
the quest. Remember that 
Columbus wasn’t looking for 
America. I believe exploration 
is an amazing part of life. Who 
knows? Your greatest discov-
ery may just be yourself! u

Linda Slayton is a freelance 
writer living in Des Moines. She 
can be reached by e-mail at  
lcslayton@yahoo.com

By Linda Slayton

[Exploration] 
became the key to 
any environment, 
obstacle, or desire.“
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advisors to find and order books.  Now I download most of my books on my own.  Reader’s 
advisors are still an excellent resource for me whenever I have questions. They are very 
helpful.  Reading and the library are as important to me today as the first day that I discov-
ered both, but much more satisfying now because books are available in many forms and 
much more quickly than in the beginning.  Having books accessible to me has made an im-
pact in my life.  From Horton Hears a Who to Thunder Dog, these books have provided good 
words to live by.”

One final note, Sandi Ryan volunteers as a Braille proofreader for the IDB Library. She 
makes sure that all of the words are in the right place and spelled correctly before they go 
into the Braille collection.  So much of the work to keep the library going is done by volun-
teers, and they are greatly appreciated by staff and borrowers alike. u  

| Continued from Page 12 | 

Commission Board meeting packets are available to the public, 
upon request, before the scheduled meeting date. Packets are 

available in Braille, large print and electronic formats. 

If you would like to receive this information, please contact 
Tiffany Bickell at (515)281-1336, or email 

Tiffany.Bickell@blind.state.ia.us. 

Commission Board Meeting 
Packet Reminder:



	 Upcoming EventsNotes
Director
Richard Sorey
richard.sorey@blind.state.ia.us

Deputy Director
Bruce Snethen
bruce.snethen@blind.state.ia.us

Commission for the Blind
Next meeting: September 15, 10:00am
Mike Hoenig, commission chair
Peggy Elliott, member 
Jim Omvig, member 

Mission:
The Iowa Department for the Blind is 
the means for persons who are blind 
to obtain for themselves universal 
accessibility and full participation in 
society in whatever roles they may 
choose, including roles that improve 
Iowa’s economic growth.

•	 We would love to come speak 	 	
	 about blindness at your club or 	 	
	 organization’s next meeting. 

•	 We also provide training workshops 	
	 on blindness at your school or office. 

•	 If you’ve never seen our building and 	
	 want to learn more about our services 	
	 and what we provide in our building, 	
	 we’d love to give you a tour. 

Email us at information@blind.state.
ia.us or call us at (800) 362-2587 for 
more information.
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July 16-19
Transition Summer Program: 
Lakeside Palooza
Honey Creek Resort on Lake Rathburn
Participants will experience diverse events 
related to camping and the great outdoors. 
Cooking their own meals, hiking, swimming, 
boating and learning about nature are just 
a few of the activities. Transition camps are 
open to blind and visually impaired Iowans 
ages 14-21 who have not yet graduated 
from high school.

August 27-31
Fall Senior Orientation
Iowa Department for the Blind
524 4th Street
Des Moines, IA 50309
This week long training focuses on skills for 
independent living for seniors who are los-
ing their vision or struggling with vision loss. 
To learn more about the Senior Orientation 
Training, visit www.idbonline.org/living.

September 5 & 6
Dubuque Community Based Training
Tri-State Blind Society
3333 Asbury Road 
Dubuque, IA 
This CBT will be held 9:00am - 12:00pm 
both days. For more information, please 
contact Barb Weigel at (515) 281-4386 or 
email barb.weigel@blind.state.ia.us.

More upcoming events and details at 
www.idbonline.org/news



Iowa Dept. for the Blind	 	 	 	 	 	 FREE MATTER FOR THE BLIND
524 Fourth St.
Des Moines, IA 50309

Attention North-West Iowa!
Vision Expo

Listen to Dr. Steven Fox of the Wolfe Eye Clinic discuss treatments for 
various eye diseases; learn about simple, easy technology solutions for 

daily living; and chat with other vendors and staff from IDB.  

Stop on by and discover how vision loss doesn’t have to slow you down!

Hope Reformed Church 
919 Grand Avenue

Spencer, IA

Highlights Include:
•	 Low-vision aids & devices demonstrations
•	 Technology presentations
•	 Visit with eye care specialists
•	 Over 12 exhibitor booths throughout the day
•	 Visit with Iowa Department for the Blind staff

If you would like more information about the FREE event hosted by the Iowa Department for the 
Blind, please contact Jennifer Hutson at (800) 362-2587 or by email: jennifer.hutson@blind.state.

August 1, 2012


