The Window – Holiday 2018

Music is a Universal Language
 
Music infuses our everyday lives. Newborn babies are lulled to sleep with lullabies. Toddlers sing their ABC’s.  Teens rock out to their favorite band at concerts.  Adults listen to it to motivate their exercise routines.  Music is a universal language and a powerful tool for learning, communication, motivation, and growth.
Music Therapist Danielle Long uses music to help students at The Maryland School for the Blind (MSB) achieve non-musical goals. For students with autism or multiple disabilities in addition to blindness, music therapy can help them learn to control their impulses, and improve their communication and social skills. 
“I like to say I’m tricking my students into therapy,” Long said. “They don’t even realize they’re doing work – they’re just having fun.” She brings her music therapy curriculum into harmony with classroom topics. “This month, the students are studying about animals, and I’m helping them work on their gross and fine motor skills. So, I am using animal-themed songs to get their bodies moving and stretching.”
Students on the autism spectrum often have trouble dealing with their emotions. They may become easily frustrated. They respond differently to sensory input. Some may have discomfort or other physical issues, but have problems expressing how they feel.  Some may cry and throw tantrums, while others may become withdrawn and non-communicative. They need tools that will help them cope. Long works closely with the MSB Speech Therapy Department to develop effective strategies for her students.  “When we can give them the words they need, a lot of these inappropriate behaviors go away almost immediately.”
The music therapy group sessions follow a structure. The routine helps students transition between activities. They feel more in control. Therapy sessions always begin with the “Hello Song” and end with the “Goodbye Song.” There are songs that orient students to current reality such as songs for the months of the year, the days of the week, or the weather. There are songs that help students understand and explore moods. “We might listen to a heavy metal song that sounds angry and contrast that with a sad-sounding violin piece,” Long said.
Routines help students know what to expect. The consistency helps them control their impulses and behaviors. “I have a student who used to get anxious and when that happened, she would fidget. Then, she’d be over-stimulated and become aggressive,” according to Long. “But once she got familiar with the structure of our group activities, she became calmer and more grounded.”
Sometimes students may exhibit inappropriate behaviors because they’re not being challenged enough. “This particular student is very smart, so I began giving her choices and letting her lead,” Long said. “Over the past couple of years, she’s really blossomed! She’s no longer aggressive. She knows how to communicate her needs.” 
There are many other examples of success stories.  “One student was so withdrawn – totally into his own head.  Now, when he hears my voice in the hallway, he’ll find me and sing the ‘Days of the Week Song’ to me without prompting,” Long said. “He’s coming out of his shell. Last year, he told me ‘No!’ for the first time. It was a big deal, because it meant he was beginning to advocate for himself.”
Many of the students in the Multiple Disability-Blind group are non-verbal.  For these students, Long uses techniques that are tactile and provide sensory stimulation. “If it’s raining outside, we might do the ‘Rain Song’ and I’ll ask if they want to feel the rain. I’ll let them feel the mist from a spray bottle,” she said.
Some of the students with severely limited mobility use switches that are triggered by moving their heads to communicate as well as make music.  “I have a device that is basically a tambourine with a mallet that I can plug a switch into”, said Long.  “The kids really love it! Another instrument I use is like an electronic lap guitar. All you have to do is touch it and it plays chords. If a student has mobility in their fingers, I set it under their finger tips and their faces immediately light right up! They’re making music! It brings them such joy to be able to have an effect on something.”
In addition to working with groups, Long also acts as a resource for other MSB educators.  “To assist with teaching independent living skills, I’ve made shower songs, handwashing songs – you name it!” Long said. “I even wrote a tooth brushing song to the tune of Taylor Swift’s ‘Shake It Off!’”
As with all programs at MSB, the ultimate goal of music therapy is independence. “I’ll sing a song with the group for the first few times, but as soon as they start singing on their own, I back off,” Long said. “And once they learn the skill we’re addressing with music, they no longer need to sing the song! They’ve learned a skill that will help them be more independent for the rest of their lives.”

Photo:  Danielle helps her students practice social skills through music. 


Message from the Superintendent 

Greetings and Happy Holidays!  
I am excited to share my first official message with you, our donors and friends, since taking over the role of Superintendent and CEO (formerly President) of The Maryland School for the Blind (MSB).  While I am new to this position, I am not new to the school.  You may recall reading about me in a previous issue of this publication when I joined MSB in 2016 as the Director of Education. 
Prior to coming to MSB, I held positions at the South Carolina School for the Blind and Perkins School for the Blind in Massachusetts. I was inspired to go into the visual impairment field by my maternal grandfather.  When I knew him as a child, he had already developed age-related macular degeneration and cataracts, which resulted in his blindness. He led an independent life, despite these challenges.  He cooked, cut the grass and even repaired small engines. He taught me that people who are blind can be independent in every way. So when I embarked on this career of educating students with visual impairments twenty-six years ago, I began with high expectations for my students that they could be independent and live full and productive lives, which I attribute to having known my grandfather. 
I am honored to have been chosen as the 13th leader in the 165 year history of MSB and I am looking forward to carrying on the excellent legacy of my predecessors. I look forward to building on MSB’s rich history and to doing everything I can to help our school and our students continue to thrive well into the future.  
It has been a productive start to the school year so far for our students and staff.  MSB has so much to offer our students, both academically and through extra-curricular activities.  Opportunities abound for student involvement in programs such as athletics, music and STEM.  
As you will read in this issue, we will be attempting to break a Guinness World Record in the sport of Goalball in December.  MSB has two Robotics teams who are preparing to compete in the FIRST Lego League state competition in January, and we will host the Maryland Regional Braille Challenge in February. These are just a few examples of the exciting events happening here at MSB in the upcoming months. 
At this time of year, we look forward to the holiday season and are thankful for your support of our students and programs.  Wishing you a joyous holiday season!
Sincerely,  
W. Robert Hair, M.Ed. 
Superintendent & CEO


Staff Spotlight  Colleen Calhoon, O&M Specialist & Supervisor 

  
Orientation and Mobility (O&M) instruction teaches students a true sense of independence, one of the most important skills they will acquire while at The Maryland School for the Blind. The training consists of sensory awareness, concept development, spatial concepts, orientation skills, sighted guide travel techniques, functional use of vision, community travel, street crossings, public transportation, and long cane travel.  
Colleen Calhoon, an O&M Specialist and supervisor of MSB’s O&M Department, teaches students of all ages and abilities how to travel safely – on campus, in the community, in their homes, at their job sites, and any place they need or want to go.  She is celebrating 35 years in the field and has spent her entire career at MSB! 
“I had every intention of getting a job in my home state of Ohio after college,” she said.  After completing her Associate Degree as a Medical Secretary, she soon began to research options in the field of visual impairments, and discovered an O&M Program. She graduated in 1982 from Cleveland State University with a B.S. degree in Orientation and Mobility and Rehabilitation Teaching within the college of Social Work.
“I credit my mother for indirectly guiding me on this path.  She worked for the local telephone pioneers, long-time supporters of the blind and visually impaired.  As a teenager, I volunteered with her and the group assisting people who were blind or visually impaired with events like bowling, beeping egg hunts, beep baseball and holiday parties.”   
As part of her O&M course requirements, she had to complete a student teaching assignment, as well as an internship in the field.  To learn more about residential schools, she turned to an opportunity at MSB.  After the internship, an O&M position opened up and she was offered the job.  The rest is history, as the saying goes.  She went on to receive a master’s degree as a Teacher of the Visually Impaired and a Certificate in Autism from Johns Hopkins University while working at MSB. 
The O&M department consisted of 4 instructors when Calhoon was hired in 1983 and is now a department of 12 plus 2 O&M contractors providing services to students on campus as well as in nine counties throughout Maryland.   She was promoted to supervisor of the department in 1990, but is quick to praise her staff over her own achievements.  “I am part of an amazing team.  It feels like family.  They are top-notch.  We continually learn from each other and serve as mentors to each other.”  
The team works with a diverse group of students and lessons are geared to meet each child’s individual needs and abilities.  “We come up with the best teaching strategy based on those needs and also try to match the instructor we feel will work best with a particular student,” according to Calhoon.   
O&M skills are taught through a sequenced curriculum.  Students build skills over a period of time and as they learn and master a skill or a geographic area, they are presented with increased challenges.  Safe travel is always the main goal with a mix of confidence building, and that leads to independence.  
Through the years, Calhoon has assisted many students on their journey to independence. “I believe that each child has their own personal level of independence and my job is to help them discover what that is and how to achieve it within themselves.  There is no better job than that.”

Community Support
Guinness World Record Event
Flyer 
 
Do you want to be a part of something big….something that has never been attempted before?  Join us as we attempt to break a Guinness World Record for the longest continuous game of goalball.  We need volunteers, spectators, sponsors and in-kind donations. Contact Matthewm@mdschblind.org

Photo: Thank you to the Knights of Columbus, Father Burggraff Council #6021, for their continued support of MSB.  Each fall, they raise funds for MSB through their Tootsie Roll Campaign. So far this season they have raised over $7,000.
Photo: Thank you to Ravens Roost #82 and to the Council of Ravens Roosts for their continued support of our athletic programs. 

MSB Celebrates White Cane Day
White Cane Safety Day is a national observance in the United States, celebrated on October 15 of each year,  since 1964.  It celebrates the achievements of people who are blind or visually impaired and recognizes the white cane as an important symbol of blindness and tool of independence. 
The White Cane has strong ties to MSB.  The cane technique was developed by Dr. Richard Hoover (1915 – 1986), a former MSB mathematics and physical education teacher, during World War II.   
Each year, MSB celebrates White Cane Day with activities, coordinated by MSB’s O&M department.  The theme this year was Transportation: Not Planes, Not Trains, Just Automobiles.  Students were given the opportunity to explore a variety of vehicular transportation, review safety procedures, do sound tests and ask questions. 
Photo: Thank you to the Maryland Transit Administration (MTA) staff for providing a bus and explaining public transportation to our students.

