From the President

By Gregory Goodrich, AER President

Some years ago (I’m not going to say how many because it makes me seem REALLY old) Clint Eastwood appeared in a western, one of the movies that helped propel him to star status.  The movie was entitled “The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly.”  Seems like a good place to start this column.

First, under “good” let me simply say that there are more good things happening than I’m going to list in this column – this is a really jam packed newsletter and space just won’t allow more that a cursory overview.  IDEA, specifically as it affects blind and visually impaired children is one of the bright spots in recent legislation. Every AER member can be proud of the hard work of our staff and membership who strove to ensure that IDEA, the nation's special education law, finally ensures a measure of equal access to textbooks for students who are blind or visually impaired. Though others in our field helped push, we steered, and we made it. Electronic files of textbooks will be standardized, and a central repository has been established to facilitate their efficient distribution.  My deepest appreciation to all who called, wrote and visited Capitol Hill with us over the last several years. You made a difference on this and other advocacy initiatives!

Our Itinerant Personnel Division has adopted, and the AER Board approved, an important new position paper on caseloads.  I urge all of you involved in related services to read their report in this newsletter (see page 12).  AER’s efforts in other advocacy and legislative activities continues to be highly effective.  For example, AER is working with our Chapter and a new organization of agencies in New York to continue work towards licensure in that state.  Plans are also well underway for our International Conferences (2006 in Salt Lake City, 2008 in Chicago) and I hope you’re already making plans to present and/or attend.  The call for papers for Salt Lake City will be coming out in a few months.  Other conference planning is being done so keep reading AER Report and your Chapter and Division newsletters for more information.  Also in the “good” are the efforts of AER’s committees, Chapters and Divisions: the Continuing Education Committee is working hard to improve our offerings to members, the By-laws Committee is drafting a new document to bring this important document up to date, the Nominations Committee is working to clarify our nominations process, a new University Review Committee has been formed to help with the important task of coordinating and publicizing AER-recognized university training programs, the Publications Committee is looking at ways to have our publications better meet member needs, many of our Chapters are holding exciting conferences, and, in short, a lot of AER members are doing a lot of work.  

In related “good” items is the progress being made by our AER colleagues at Pennsylvania College of Optometry in gaining funding for and implementing the National Center for Leadership in Visual Impairment (see page 24).  The first announcement to recruit candidates has been sent out by PCO and the 14 cooperating university programs.  By the time this innovative program is completed it will have trained over two dozen new leaders in our field.  Kudos to all involved!

There’s more, but I’m running out of space and I need to address the “bad and ugly.”  Actually, I’m not sure the label “bad and ugly” really applies, but these are challenges that continually face AER.  In reality they (or very similar issues) confront all professional organizations.  Recent examples are the changes proposed within the Department of Education concerning the reorganization of the Rehabilitation Services Administration.  Reorganizations at Federal agencies should not automatically be viewed as bad things, however in this case it appears to be.  We’ll report more to you later.  However, for now let me say that the proposal would close RSA offices across the nation and consolidate them in Washington, DC, and at the same time allow governors broad discretionary powers to consolidate services – including vocational rehabilitation.  One concern, among many, is that this will allow state governors to take steps to save money and promote one stop centers and/or hiring general service providers.  And, it does this while removing oversight that could help ensure quality, individualized services for blind and visually impaired clients.  

Also in this category are the continuing trends in states such as Texas to promote universal “blind-fold” training as the primary standard of care for visually impaired people served by the Department of Blind Services.  This is not an evidence-based standard of care and there is no documentation of its effectiveness.  At the present time, it might be viewed as an experiment except that there doesn’t appear to be a methodology or outcome assessment associated with it. It is, obviously, not in compliance with the best practice patterns set by the professionals in our O&M Division or by the competencies for certification developed by the Academy for Certification of Vision Rehabilitation and Education Professionals.

A final thought that probably warrants inclusion in the “ugly” category.  AER membership is down from its high five years ago.  Whatever the reason for this decrease, it hurts all of us in AER and it harms our profession.  In this column I’ve tried to outline the many recent successes of AER and AER’s members.  A lot of members are doing a lot of good work.  I’ve also outlined a few of the many challenges to our profession.  We need more AER members to do a lot more good work to meet those challenges and this won’t happen unless more concerned and committed people who want to be professionals join their colleagues in AER.  The present is not a time in history to sit back and be complacent, or to be blindly trusting that someone else will do the work for you.  We all need to be doing the work and we cannot trust that our profession will endure without our working together to ensure that it does.  As one of my colleagues on the AER Board put it “a lot of people are riding the train for free.”  Not being an AER member is letting others do your work for you and risking that not enough people will be involved to do the work that needs to be done.  If you’re an AER member you are contributing.  If you’re active in your Chapter or Division you are helping to carry the load.  If you’re working with people who aren’t members ask yourself what they’re doing.  Hopefully they are providing good service within their jobs, but are they paying back the profession that gave them that opportunity?  Are they helping to ensure that the blind and visually impaired children, adults, and seniors that will need to be served in coming years will be served by trained professionals?  Or are they, through inaction, helping to ensure those children, adults, and seniors will be served by whoever happens to show up for the job?  
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