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Greetings Commissioners.  I want to begin by thanking you for your support of my interim appointment.  I have a passion for this work, and have therefore devoted the majority of my working life to serving blind persons of all ages.  Experience has taught me that we achieve maximum results in improving the lives of the blind by working with our youth to ensure that they have the tools they will need to succeed in life, as fully participatory adult members of society. 

Here at OSB, I have begun by learning all that I can about the current practices at all levels of our organization, in order that I have a complete and accurate understanding of what truly goes on in our school.  Only then can I work effectively to build interactive, cohesive teams that can work together and move forward.  I am not finished learning, in fact I shall not ever stop learning, from the fine group of professionals here at OSB.  
As you know, the past weeks have placed this school in the center of a turbulent wave of press reports and tense conversations.  These have most certainly had a detrimental impact on the staff here, most particularly the academic instructional team.  It is going to take time to build the kind of mutual trust that I hope to establish here; but I held a meeting with the teachers this afternoon that I hope will begin that positive process in earnest.  

As for our students, I have just begun to meet them, as I did not want my presence to disrupt their first couple of weeks in the classroom.  These students are an amazing bunch.  They are lively, inquisitive, funny, talented, energetic and smart.  We are blessed in Oklahoma in that our school for the blind includes a higher percentage of high-functioning students (AKA children who would be placed in college preparatory or advanced placement classes in public schools), than most similar schools around the Country.  This fact gives us the promise of establishing our school as an educational center of excellence throughout Oklahoma.  It also presents us with a tremendous challenge.   These students demand and deserve excellence in the academic instruction provided at OSB.  They must also receive cutting edge instruction in the skills of blindness; in order that they may be adequately prepared to participate actively at all levels of social, economic, political, and familial and community life.    The vast majority of the staff here at OSB desires these things as fervently as do you and I.  They only need to be challenged just a little, encouraged a little more, and enabled with the tools and the support they need to achieve a superior level of excellence, both academically and with regard to instruction in the skills of blindness.   Once again I thank you for affording me the opportunity to serve the students and staff of the Oklahoma School for the Blind.  
FIRST IMPRESSIONS 

All staff members returned to OSB after the summer break on August 10, 2015.  It must be noted however that several individuals, including teachers, dormitory staff (these are called DCS workers), and kitchen staff were seen hard at work on campus during the previous week.  There was an energy on campus, in anticipation of the children’s’ return.  Our new librarian, Mrs. Collins, found quite a mess when she arrived in the library, and she set about putting everything to rights in earnest long before the official “return to work” date on the calendar.  As a result our library looks better than it has for several years, and there is plenty of space to work, learn and search for the carefully organized collection of Braille, large print and recorded texts that live on the shelves.  

When I came upon he independent living instructors, they were holding a team meeting.  When I thanked them for the work that they do in preparing blind students for life after graduation I was told that never, in the twenty-some years of their collective institutional memory at OSB, had any superintendent given them an encouraging word.  I learned that this team, only 5 members strong, gets very little time with the students.  They are continuously pleading with academic instructors, for more independent living instructional time in students’ schedules.  We will work to improve this situation.  

I stopped by several teachers’ offices and found them busy making preparations for their returning students.  I learned that many teachers lack the materials they need to provide comprehensive instruction to their students.  Braille materials in particular are simply not available for many teachers.  I believe we can fix this.

When I stopped by the recreation center one morning I met most of the DCS staff.  This week before classes began provided a unique opportunity in this regard, since the DCS staff works 3 shifts in order to cover the around-the-clock schedule in the dormitories, they are not generally at school during the day.  I was drawn to these workers, who have traditionally been under-appreciated at OSB.  It is these men and women who make sure that the students are in their seats when the 8:00 bell rings to signal the start of each school day.  They handle the emergency that happens in the middle of the night, whether that is an illness or only a night-mare.  They are also the ones who make sure that students get to evening activities like scouts, academic team competitions and trips to the ice-cream shop.

School began on the morning of August 17, but Sunday the 16th was enrollment day.  On that day most of the residential students return to school.  They gather in the auditorium to hear from the principal, to watch a short slide presentation showing some highlights from the previous school year and to get their marching orders for getting their children properly enrolled in school.  On this occasion I spoke to parents as the interim superintendent, and, as one might expect, several of these moms and dads had questions about the articles that appeared in several papers during July and August.  I honestly believe that I was able to assuage most of their fears, and I invited them to call or stop by my office at any time with additional questions.  It has long been my policy to maintain an open door policy as an administrator.  I am continuing this tradition at OSB, and it extends to parents, staff, commissioners, and interested members of the community.  After the informational session, I took the opportunity to visit with several parents as they waited for their turn to speak with our medical clinic staff.  This too was a wonderful experience, and gave me a feeling of optimism and excitement to begin the academic year.  Of note, I was able to meet the young woman who won last year’s National Spelling Bee in Washington D.C.  This competition is tough to say the least, and she is a delightful & extremely intelligent young woman.  

Since school began we have been working hard to ensure the security and safety of our students by conducting the required fire, tornado and intruder drills.  We also enjoyed a fantastic boost in spirit when our academic team finished in second    place at their first area meet.  The students are delighting in our new lunch-time schedule, which allows them to enjoy a recess period outdoors or in the recreation center after lunch rather than returning to the dormitory as has been the practice in recent years.  

I look forward to reporting on our progress throughout this school year.  We are alive and energized at the Oklahoma School for the Blind.  

