Issue #12, November 2016

One-on-One with RJ:

Indiana Deaf-Blind Services Project

Putting on My Big Boy Pants

(Editor’s Note): Transition Brief #12 is based on a
September 2016 interview with RJ, a young man
who, when asked to describe himself, responded,
“I am a 29 year old adult who is blind and hard

of hearing”. While this is true, the editor wants to

take this opportunity to share a bit more about
this young man.

Anyone who knows RJ knows he is a remarkable

young man who is highly intelligent, articulate,
and gracious. He is also, as the reader will soon
learn, a strong advocate, both for himself and
others. It was such a pleasure to interview him
and be able to share his insights regarding his
education and transition experiences! What
follows is a summary of RJ’s responses to a
number of questions. Questions will be in italics
with RJ’s response right below.

Please share some information about your education
[from elementary to high school, including what you
consider to be some of your most important life lessons
that continue to serve you well.

Most of my early education (elementary and

high school) was as a day student at the
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Indiana School for the Blind and Visually
Impaired in Indianapolis. I also attended North
Central High School for some more specialized
classes.

In both schools, I often took classes that were
one grade level above mine. I learned and used
braille while at school. I also used assistive
listening devices (hearing aids, FM system) to
get information. In addition, during my school
years I learned about and used a lot of
specialized technology devices and software
(JAWS, Window Eyes, Braille Lite, Braille
Note, etc.). Technology, whether we like it or
not, is essential in our world.

In terms of life lessons, there were many things
I remember from both my early education years
and from my family that have stayed with me to
this day. As early as preschool I was
encouraged to advocate for myself. I learned
early how to monitor and change the batteries
in my hearing aids. I was taught by my parents
and my teachers that my “disability” was not an
excuse for not doing my best. Once, I remember
asking a 5" grade teacher if my assignment was
“good enough” and if it was being graded or
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not. The response was “we are always
being graded and we must strive always
to be the best we can be”. The tone set
by many adults as I grew up was to “put
on my big boy pants” and be the best I
can be in everything I do throughout my
life. I think that’s an important lesson to
learn and remember. I'm grateful for the
guidance and shared wisdom from both
my parents and my teachers.

What about your transition to college from high
school? Did you have career goals? What kinds of
things did you do to prepare for ‘“‘going away to
school” and living more independently?

What worked? What didn’t?

There always was an expectation from my family that I would go to college-no excuses! And, from the
time I was in middle school throughout high school, I was fortunate to be interested in working

in the field of communication, specifically in the radio industry and audio editing. So, I pretty much
knew early on what I wanted to do. It seemed that Ball State University’s communication program
would be a “good fit” for me. I enrolled and was accepted into the university and the program.

While I do not at all regret my decision to go to Ball State, I would encourage middle and high school
students (you can’t start too early) to make sure they look at a number of programs at several colleges
or universities. I think it is important to investigate other schools in terms of costs, available
scholarships, and services, especially in terms of accessibility and accommodations. The Disability
Support Services office at Ball State was helpful from the beginning, especially in terms of helping me
with the types of technology that would be necessary throughout my college years. Their staff also
guided me in advocating for the kinds of accommodations that would help me be successful. Early on,
I realized there were no short cuts and my success was up to me. But, I certainly did appreciate all of
the help I got from my professors in getting handouts ahead of time as well as their willingness to make
sure I had the necessary accommodations I needed in order to take exams.

I'lived in a dormitory on campus and did well. Initially, I had some Orientation & Mobility training to
learn how to travel on campus. The training was provided by Vocational Rehabilitation Services. I
memorized a number of campus routes and also learned how to take the bus to travel on and off
campus. Again, I credit help from both my teachers and my family in order to learn how to be more
independent and responsible for myself. The ability to problem-solve in any situation is important to
me.

Since your graduation from college can you share some information about your employment opportunities and your
future plans?

I was fortunate while in college to have some internship opportunities in the radio field. Both
companies provided me with great opportunities to learn “first hand” while being paid. Unfortunately,
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the last company I was with down-sized and my position was eliminated. So, currently, I am
unemployed but I have been working hard at submitting applications and being available for
interviews, either by phone or in person. I am being positive and looking forward to successfully
finding new employment. It is important for me to continue to make and maintain connections by
talking and trading emails with others in the field. I also think it is important to keep your “irons in the
fire” and take advantage of any opportunities that may surface. That’s what I'm doing. While I think it
is difficult for college students to sometimes look past what is happening “right now”, I would suggest
that any student take advantage of any opportunities to get a job while in college either through
internships or possibly through doing some job-shadowing in their chosen field. It’s never too early to
look for job opportunities.

If someone were to ask you for some “words of wisdom” about your experiences so far, what might you offer?

* Have high expectations for yourself.

* Actively participate in your life.

* Do not use your disability as an excuse; be the best you can be.

*  Watch what you put on social media; make sure you “have your brain turned on”.
* Make connections with people who potentially can help you and provide advice.

* Be a strong self-advocate; you know best what works for you to be successful.

* Make connections with people who potentially can help you and provide advice.

* Be a strong self-advocate; you know best what works for you to be successful.

If you want to see RJ’s entire interview go to the Indiana Deaf-Blind Services Project’s YouTube Channel at:
https://www.youtube.com/channel/ UC59PeLY gdGdtp4ByZvpcygQ

I —
Who Can Help?

RJ indicated during the September 2016 interview that he would be willing to answer additional specific
questions for young adults regarding transition and his experiences. Contact Lisa Poff, project coordinator for
the Indiana Deaf-Blind Services Project for information on how to connect with RJ.

College Students Who Are Deaf-Blind by Katrina Arndt, Ph.D (February 2011). Available from:
http://documents.nationaldb.org/products/CollegeStudents.pdf The National Center on Deaf-Blindness. The
article describes a study that begins to answer questions about college life and deaf-blindness. Many “student
voices” are highlighted throughout the publication.

The Helen Keller National Center for Youths and Adults (www.hknc.org) helps each person who is deaf-blind
to live and work in his or her community of choice. There are (HKINC) field representatives across the US who
can help provide information and resources that support deaf-blind youth. Indiana is a part of Region 5B and the
representative is Judy.Knisely@hknc.org.

https://iidc.indiana.edu/instrc The Indiana Secondary Transition Resource Center at the Center on Community
Living and Careers has a February 2016 recorded webinar titled, “Ensuring a Smooth Transition to College for
Students with Disabilities” that provides excellent information about the Office of Disability Services for students
with disabilities.




