From the President, By Gregory Goodrich, AER President (Fall 2005)

Dear Fellow AER Members:

 

As many of you already know, Mark Richert, AER’s Executive Director, resigned to accept the position of Director of Public Policy with the American Foundation for the Blind.  I’m sure you join me in thanking him for his years of service to AER and wish him well in his new endeavor.

Mark has contributed his skills to the AER mission for many years and his skills will be missed. There are many high points to his time as Executive Director, but one that stands out in my mind has been his organizing and energizing AER’s advocacy efforts.  Over the past several years AER has had a presence on “The Hill” thanks to Mark.  While we didn’t get every bit of legislation passed that we advocated, we did have a very positive impact on many pieces of legislation.  And, perhaps more importantly, Mark taught many of us how to be advocates so that we could take those skills and apply them at the state level, as well as during future visits to “The Hill.”  


Mark served AER under the presidencies of Elaine Sveen and Billy Brookshire, as well as me.  Past President Elaine Sveen commented, "Mark brought a new level of professionalism into AER as evidenced by the updates to our AER Report, the web site and our new office.  It was a true pleasure to work with him in setting higher standards for our association." Past President Billy Brookshire noted, “Mark is an excellent advocate who quickly took the lead in teaching AER members about advocacy.  He had only been on the Board a short while when he initiated a coalition of disability advocates, which included a cross section of agencies serving blind and deaf persons.  Along with other leaders in the field, Mark spearheaded “Choices for Children,” a grass-roots network of individuals and organizations representing students with visual impairments, their parents and the professionals who teach and assist them.  The mission of Choices for Children is "to educate policymakers, legislators, and the public about the unique educational needs of children with visual impairments, including those with additional disabilities for the purpose of identifying mutual goals and areas of future collaboration."  He designed and directed AER’s Legislative Workshop, which included an advocacy day on Capitol Hill wherein a small group of AER leaders visited Congress to reinforce AER’s message regarding Medicare and the need for more education and adult services personnel.  This would be the first of many coordinated hill visits by AER leaders.” 

 

There is a symmetry to Mark’s accepting a position with AFB.  When AER hired him as its Executive Director, Mark was working for AFB and now he returns there albeit in a new and challenging role.  AFB President and CEO Carl Augusto noted, "With Mark on board, we hope to expand opportunities for people with vision loss by improving upon our successes in the public policy arena."

 

With Mark's departure, there has been and will be changes within the organization, and, as a member of AER, you are entitled to know what is going on in your organization.  Let me summarize some of that for you.  AER does face challenges.  We are operating with a deficit budget in order to maintain membership standards, but changes will need to be made to maintain the organization financially.  These will not be revolutionary, but rather evolutionary changes made to preserve the values of AER members within the means of AER.  Still, some changes may well be difficult, while others may come about through new opportunities.  We also face challenges in the growing personnel shortages, in Medicare reimbursement, and in funding cuts for services at the national and state levels.  There are states facing an erosion in the very definition of quality services; where almost any “service” provider is viewed as competent to provide services to those who are blind or have low vision.  People with visual impairments have a right to better services than that; and AER will defend that right alongside our partner agencies and consumer groups.

 

However, in addition to these challenges, there are plenty of accomplishments.  We recently completed a successful AER-Lift conference and International Board meeting.  We continue working with partner organizations to improve continuing education opportunities for members, and our Continuing Education Committee is studying the CE needs and desires of the membership. Substantial efforts continue in producing your journals:  RE:view and Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness, as well as our newsletter AER Report. We are also working with partner organizations to address issues in Medicare funding, personnel shortages, and other important topic areas.  We continue to support chapters across the country in the issues they face, such as the hiring of unqualified teachers in Wisconsin to serve visually impaired children.

 

Planning is also well underway for our 2006 International Conference.  The call for papers has been mailed to all members and prior to that posted on our web site.  And, as soon as you finish reading this, I hope you will send in your submission electronically (they are already coming in!) and start making plans to attend what promises to be our finest conference.  I know that our Divisions are already gearing up to review the hundreds of proposals that will be submitted for papers and posters.  And, our Conference Committee and Host Committee have started the round of frequent meetings that will continue for the next 12 months, culminating in a smooth, well-run conference.

 

In recent weeks, you may have noticed substantial improvements to our web site and it is finally getting the attention it deserves. Keep checking on it; while it was stagnant for too long, it is now changing rapidly.  Other changes will hopefully soon follow, including the ability to purchase books and other items from AER on-line via credit card. This change takes extensive planning, but our staff is skillfully pursuing the necessary equipment, partnerships, and software to make this happen securely.

 

And, mention of staff is very appropriate.  While all change brings extra work, AER staff has been exemplary.  Barbara Sherr will take on extended duties as our acting director and conference planner.  Lorna Frazier-Lindsey will be our director of communications.  George Chandithuruthel, our accountant, will continuing tracking AER’s revenues and expenses and handling AER’s overall accounting needs.  And, Paul Stanley ably handles all of our membership service needs and requests.  In Canada, AER is fortunate to have John Martin working with fellow Canadians and staffing our office in Ontario.   While change has happened in our office, it was not unmanageable change, and a great deal of credit for that has to go to our very dedicated staff.

 

The AER International Board also continues to deal with current and new issues.  The Personnel Committee, for example, will have a new task as they consider what to do about an executive director.  The By-Laws Committee continues its work, as does our Continuing Education Committee, Conference Committee, Accessibility Committee, and many others.  Our By-laws Committee is bringing our By-laws up-to-date, which will improve our organizational process.  These changes, as well as changes voted on by your Board, will allow us to offer members living outside North America with the same benefits as any other members (including the right to vote and run for office) and continue our efforts to make AER a truly international organization.  In addition, I have formed a new committee made up of a group of AER Past Presidents, chaired by Barbara McCarthy, which has been asked to share their experience and expertise with myself and the AER Board as we plan for AER’s future.  

It takes dozens of people to keep AER moving; dozens of our fellow AER members who volunteer their time to be on the Board, on Standing Committees, on ad hoc committees, serve as Division Officers, serve as Chapter Officers, or serve to organize workshops, advocacy campaigns, develop best practice patterns, and all the other things that AER collectively does (refer to the Committee list on page 40).  AER remains a very productive professional organization working through your Board, all of our Chapters and Divisions and ultimately through our members.

 

So, there you have them:  AER’s challenges and accomplishments. I want all AER members to be assured that AER remains a strong, active, and successful organization that will continue to muster its greatest resources and squarely face the challenges ahead while continuing to celebrate its accomplishments.  And you, my fellow AER member, are surely our greatest resource. The AER International Board of Directors encourages you to work with your Chapter, your Division; give your input to your representatives on the International Board. Stand up for your profession, run for a Chapter or Division office, volunteer for an AER committee, attend an AER workshop, attend the International Conference, continue your membership, and support your fellow members!  You come from a proud tradition. Be active in AER and create a proud future.  

Gregory Goodrich

