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GOT GRIT?     
Sydney Smith just celebrated her 12th birthday.  Her mother, Tammy, can‘t believe that she is almost a teenager. “It’s scary. My baby is growing up,” she said. 
The Maryland School for the Blind (MSB) sixth-grader has never let vision define her. Born with septo-optic dysplasia, a rare congenital malformation syndrome, she has some light perception and can only see some colors and blurred shapes.  Despite her visual impairment, she is fiercely independent. “She rides her bike without training wheels, up and down the driveway and street,” her mother said. “As long as she’s concentrating, she can do it.  She does things even I am afraid to do.” 
Although Sydney has been a student at MSB since Pre-K, Heather Johnson is her current teacher. “Sydney has been steeped in our culture of independence from the time she was a baby,” Johnson said, “but true independence is hard to develop in a student if their family is not 100% behind them; fortunately hers is. Students need people who believe in them, but also who will push them,” Johnson said. “I have low vision myself, and I didn’t feel pushed enough as a kid.” I tell my students early on, “We will build on this together, but it takes both of us. You can trust that I will be honest with you. You  might not like it sometimes, but one day, I hope, you’ll appreciate it.”
Sydney also has Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), which creates additional challenges for her. “Her writing was disorganized, but I knew she had powerful life experiences to share,” said Johnson.  I told her, “If you can harness this energy, you’re going to make waves. You are going to influence people your whole life, just by being who you are.  She has faced her obstacles head-on, even though it hasn’t always been easy.” 
She also faced the challenge of learning to read Braille fluently, which takes a great deal of practice. At first, Johnson noticed Sydney would “fake-read” through books. “I could see she needed to develop her fluency in Braille. This past winter, when she hit 100 words per minute, it was like Christmas. She said, ‘Now, I’m going to hit 120!’ She sets high goals and then works to achieve them.”
In March, Sydney won the top reader award in MSB’s “Great Reading Race,” a three week contest in which students set goals and log their reading hours.  She read for a total of 1,845 minutes.  
Parental support, expert teachers, and a learning environment are 

Photo and Caption: Sydney using her refreshable braille display at the Great Reading Race Kickoff.






MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT
Greetings and welcome springtime!  It took a long time in arriving this year, but it is always worth the wait.  At this point in the school year, we are coming into the home stretch and looking forward to end of year activities highlighted by the graduation of the Class of 2018 in June.  
At the beginning of this school year, I introduced our theme for the year - GRIT, based on Dr. Angela Duckworth’s best-selling book of the same name.  According to her “Grit is passion and perseverance for long-term goals.”
This being an Olympic and Paralympic year, it seemed to be fitting.  These world class athletes are known for showing grit and determination, but you don’t have to be an athlete to have GRIT.  Our students demonstrate grit every day.  I see it daily as they work toward greater independence - - in the classrooms and cottages, competing on the athletic field or performing on stage and as they are travelling on the campus and out in the community.   
A group of our students are currently training for the Maryland Savage Race in May, a grueling and challenging 7-mile obstacle course that takes place in the mud.  If that doesn’t take grit, I don’t know what does.  
We also introduced “GRITS” in the Kitchen, a monthly Outreach short course, focusing on cooking and kitchen skills.  The course was so popular with our students that we had to add another class.  Students in the course have shown a passion for cooking and have made some delicious dishes while accomplishing personal goals. 
There are many other examples of our students demonstrating grit.  In this issue you will be introduced to Sydney, a middle school student, who defines the word grit. 
Sincerely,    Dr. Michael Bina, Ed.D.  President


Photo and Caption: Dr. Bina is presented with a personalized inaugural Towson University goalball team jersey from former MSB student and TU goalball team co-founder, Muhammad Waheed. 




Staff Spotlight Jacqueline Otwell, TVI, Outreach Educational Consultant 
    
  
In only five years at The Maryland School for the Blind (MSB), Jackie Otwell is leaving her mark as a tireless advocate for Braille literacy.  
A former elementary and special education resource teacher since 2000, she decided to specialize in visual impairment after working with several students who were visually impaired in Maryland’s local school system.  After earning her certificate as a Teacher of the Visually Impaired (TVI), Otwell continued to work in the public school system while learning Braille.  She quickly grasped the subject and it has since become her passion.  
“I love teaching Braille, especially upper level math, where I get to work with the highly specialized and unique Braille features.  So, when I was offered the opportunity to work part-time at MSB as an educational consultant in 2013, I jumped at the chance,” said Otwell.
She embraces MSB’s mission of promoting student independence. “The school has all of the resources, including a wide range of professional staff, to support this effort and I am glad to be a part of that,” she said. 
Otwell is also grateful for the opportunities she has been afforded by MSB to advance her professional career.  One of these is coordinating the Maryland Regional Braille Challenge, an event which has been hosted by MSB since 2009.  The Braille Challenge is a program designed by the National Braille Institute in Los Angeles to promote Braille literacy among students.  
It was a perfect fit for Otwell.  “When I was asked to become the event coordinator, I didn’t look at it as an added job responsibility; I saw it as a job perk and an opportunity to share my love of Braille on a larger scale.”  
She is the event’s biggest cheerleader and her enthusiasm is contagious.  “Braille excites me; it is the key to literacy for people who are blind or visually impaired,” said Otwell.  “I’m often asked why it is so important in this day and age of technology.  Technology is great and can be a wonderful tool for people who are blind, but it does not take the place of Braille.”  
The Braille Challenge provides a unique networking opportunity for students, their families and educators. “It is an opportunity to showcase the abilities of students with visual impairments and celebrate their achievements.  They all go away with a positive feeling whether they advance in the competition or not,” according to Otwell.   
Students who do advance have the chance to compete in the national competition in Los Angeles in June.  This year, Otwell will be joining them; she has been invited to assist with the national event. “I am beyond excited for the opportunity and can’t wait to see the program on a national level,” she said.
She is already planning the 10th annual Maryland Braille Challenge in 2019.  “We are going to do a disco theme and it’s going to be the biggest and best event yet!”    
 

Reading is Fundamental      
At MSB reading is not only the key to literacy, but also to academic success and to achieving independence.  The school’s vision is to create a culture in which students not only can read, but also love to read.
In 2013, Dr. Kate Power joined the MSB team as the reading specialist for the Academic Program.  In collaboration with the administrative and education team, she has reimagined and reinvigorated the school’s approach.
The reading curriculum is a workshop model.  The premise is that children need to read as much as they can in order to become good readers, and they need to read books that are just right for growing their individual reading abilities.  Reading workshop meets three times a week. Each student works towards 30 minutes of independent reading per session.  Workshop time also includes an interactive read aloud, in which the teachers read whole class novels to model what good readers do and to instill a love of books. 
There are three reading program celebrations held throughout the school year that contribute to the culture of reading.  The Character Parade, in which the students dress up like book characters, is held close to Halloween.  After the parade, each child receives the gift of a book, to add to or establish an at home library.  
The Great Reading Race, which takes place in March, is a three week reading contest in which students set goals and log their reading hours outside of school.  The prizes for meeting goals include medals, trophies, and the opportunity to throw a whipped cream pie in their teacher’s face!  
In Story Scenes, each class votes on a favorite scene from one of the read aloud books to act out as a group. They practice the scene and are then filmed in performance.  The Story Scenes film is screened at an all school assembly.  At this event, each child is given three books to take home at the end of the school year to avoid a summer reading slump. 
The academic teachers, Braille teacher, reading specialist, and librarian function as a team to adapt best practices in teaching reading for students who are visually impaired and creating individualized plans to meet the needs of each student. 
The literacy curriculum also includes twice weekly writing workshops at every grade level, and includes three types of writing – story, informational, and opinion/persuasive writing. At regular intervals throughout the year,  the children’s writing is published and shared with the school community and families. 
MSB also has a full-service library and partners with community libraries including the Library for the Blind and Physically Handicapped and the Baltimore County Public Library (BCPL).  The BCPL Bookmobile visits our campus twice a month to provide services to students in every program.   


Community Support
Thank you to the following organizations for supporting MSB:
Maryland Braille Challenge Sponsors and Vendors American Printing House for the Blind Annapolis Balloons Beadtography Blind Industries and Services of Maryland  E.A.S.Y. Tactile Graphices Integration Technologies Group, Inc Maryland State Library for the Blind and       Physically Handicapped Maryland Technology Assistance Program Maryland Parents of Blind Children Maryland State Department of Education Hawaii State Society of Washington DC Ukulele Hui
Beeping Egg Hunt Sponsors New Vision Pioneers, Maryland Chapter International Association of Bomb Technicians and       Investigators Baltimore County Police and Fire Departments ATF Baltimore Maryland State Police
Student Teams T-Shirt Sponsors Integration Technologies Group, Inc. – Robotics Teams Baltimore T-Shirt Company – Savage Race Team
Athletic Program Sponsors Ravens Roost #82 Baltimore Ski Club
  

GOT GRIT(continued from page 1)

crucial. But in the end, it is up to the student to rise to the challenge. According to Johnson, “Sydney is curious, engaging, and thirsty for information.  She will do whatever it takes to do well in school. If she doesn’t understand, she’ll ask for help. She’ll do more homework until she gets it. She gives her best effort. She’s a powerhouse, that girl!”  
In her gymnastics class and on the playground, this is also evident.  She does forward and backward flips and cartwheels, and climbs to the highest heights. “She always wants to try things,” her mother said. “She is fearless. When we’re doing something, and I know it’s kind of dangerous, I’ll say, ‘Let me do it.’ She’ll say, ‘No! I should be able to try it myself.’ She kind of throws it in my face. I love that about her. She’s amazing!”

Photo and Caption: Sydney displays her gymnastic abilities on the playground (as Ms. Johnson looks on).
 


Thanks to Lewis Direct for sponsoring this edition of The Window
Follow MSB on Facebook and Twitter @MSB1853
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