Annual Report 2009

LightHouse for the Blind and Visually Impaired

“Hearing the artists explaining their projects in their own words was pretty cool. I love art shows. I like this one the best because you can feel the artwork.”

-Young visitor at Insights 2009

Founded in 1902, the LightHouse is the largest organization in Northern California providing direct services for and promoting the independence and self-reliance of individuals who are blind or visually impaired. The LightHouse touches people of all ages; people who have been blind or visually impaired their whole lives; people who are losing their vision because of age-related eye disease; people who have experienced sudden onset vision loss because of trauma or illness. The reach of the LightHouse crosses all communities, ages and socio-economic levels. The LightHouse also serves as a key resource on issues related to vision loss for public organizations, private companies, the medical community, policymakers, the media and other sectors that share our vision of full community participation

for individuals who are blind or visually impaired.

Enhancing Quality of Life

 “Vision Rehabilitation” refers to learning the skills necessary to live independently with a visual impairment. Our Vision Rehabilitation Services department provides education and training that helps foster daily living skills - including home and kitchen safety, use of adaptive aids and appliances (like magnifiers to read printed mail), Braille instruction and safe mobility, which may include training on use of a white cane. 

Safe mobility is particularly critical in maintaining individuals’ capability to effectively navigate their homes and communities. If a person is unable to move around his or her home safely or fears leaving the home because of a lack of confidence and training, overall health can rapidly and significantly decline. Not only does the LightHouse offer “orientation and mobility” training to address safe travel, but we also offer a community-based setting wherein individuals who are blind or visually impaired can take part in recreational opportunities, socialize with peers and learn strategies for adjusting to blindness in a supportive group. 

A study in a 2008 edition of the American Journal of Preventive Medicine found that individuals who felt a sense of belonging in a trusted community are more likely to report being in excellent or good health. The takeaway message from the study, according to its leading researcher, Takeo Fujiwara, is that individuals may be able to improve their health by developing closer relationships with others in their community.

The LightHouse understands that addressing specific vision rehabilitation needs while offering opportunities for meaningful connections are equally critical in fostering overall health, quality of life and independence for individuals who are blind or visually impaired.

In 2009, the LightHouse provided 2,376 hours of vision rehabilitation services for 594 unique individuals.

2009 Vision Rehabilitation Services

• 700 hours of independent living skills training in one-on-one or small group settings, providing extensive training and strategies for adjusting to vision loss 

• 940 hours of “orientation and mobility” training

• 594 hours of Braille instruction and communications skills training

• 140 hours of one-on-one and drop-in technology training on adaptive software and other accessible technology devices

• 943 hours of facilitated support groups, individual and family counseling

• 58 Low Vision Evaluations and follow-up assessments

• 276 hours of advocacy training, low vision training and referral.

• 105 additional individuals participated in regular educational and recreation classes and opportunities to socialize, like bingo. Our classes are offered weekdays, evenings and Saturdays at the  LightHouse and include gardening, martial arts, yoga, dance and music. Additionally, participants benefited from our drop-in technology lab, peer vision loss support group, a speaker series covering topics like opera and bird watching and get-togethers on special occasions like Thanksgiving.

In 2009, in partnership with Project Open Hand, the LightHouse served 2,598 nutritious meals for seniors on-site at our headquarters in San Francisco. 

Fostering Community Connections

Enchanted Hills Camp (EHC)

“This camp has helped me to find myself. I feel myself as a member of a large happy family.”

Located on 311 acres in Napa, Enchanted Hills Camp is one of the only accessible summer camps to serve youth who are blind or visually impaired. In addition to sessions for youth, EHC also offers structured retreats for adults with vision loss as well as families with children or parents who are blind or visually impaired. “Sarah can’t wait for Enchanted Hills [Camp] because she can go and have fun without being told to try harder to see. It is an environment where she is just having a blast and not even thinking about her vision [loss].” 

-EHC participant’s mother

EHC served 405 blind and visually impaired campers and their families in 2009. 

• 86% of parents whose children attended EHC noticed an improvement in their child’s self-esteem after camp

• 75% of parents noticed an improvement in their child’s independence

• 72% of youth, adults, seniors and families said that EHC 2009 sessions met their needs for recreational, social and educational programming.

Insights

The LightHouse provides a continuum of arts programming, ranging from recreational arts, art-making in an instructional setting, and supporting blind and visually impaired artists through Insights, an international juried art exhibition. We make the arts accessible to individuals with vision loss by encouraging expression in tactile and digital media, offering audio tours for Insights and ensuring all print materials about arts at the LightHouse are available in alternative formats, such as Braille. A key component of Insights is Artists Day, which allows participating artists the chance to meet one another, network and enjoy educational presentations by leaders in the arts community. In 2009, 22 artists attended Artists Day and heard presentations by Meg Shiffler, Director of the San Francisco Arts Commission Gallery; Ketra Oberlander, visually impaired artist and owner of Art of Possibilities Studio; and Susan Kitazawa, Insights artist and LightHouse program participant.

“[Artists Day] has allowed a platform for me to share my experiences with others and by doing so, connect with the healing that my art and the art of others provides.” 
–Kay Pratt, 2009 Insights artist and Artists Day participant

Insights 2009, the 20th professional exhibition presented by the LightHouse, featured the works of 38 blind and visually impaired artists and was recognized in the Marin Independent Journal, KQED, Aging Today (the American Society on Aging’s bimonthly magazine) and the New York Times. 

Championing Access 

Information

A key goal of the LightHouse is promoting equal access for individuals with vision loss. Whether it is access to information, including large print and alternative formats; access to educational and employment opportunities; access to healthcare; or access to transportation and public spaces, the LightHouse offers programs, services and advocacy to advance the full participation of individuals who are blind or visually impaired in all areas of the community.

“Alternative Formats” refers to making the world of printed information readable to individuals with vision loss by converting it to Braille, large print, audio and electronic formats. We assist people in creating accessible versions of everything from plain text in a printed document to charts, graphs, maps and business cards.

Technology & Social Media

Technology plays a key role in enhancing the accessibility of information, employment, education and other important areas of individuals’ lives. 

“The unemployment rate among people with vision loss is incredibly high. Beyond limiting a person’s capability to become self-sufficient, unemployment lends itself to increased isolation from the broader community. We know that being tech savvy is useful in securing and maintaining employment, and technology, especially social media, can play a key role in mitigating the isolation of individuals with vision loss. Because social networking takes people spread over large geographic areas and connects them to one another, it allows people to be part of a community. For people with disabilities, there’s nothing more empowering than realizing you’re not the only one experiencing something.” – Jessie Lorenz, LightHouse Director of Information and Public Policy, 2009

In 2009, the LightHouse launched a blog and initiated a presence on social media sites Facebook, Twitter, Flickr and YouTube, seeking to offer members of our community additional options to connect with us and other individuals who are blind or visually impaired. A recent tally showed:

• 250 fans on Facebook

• 345 followers on Twitter

• 1,400 views of our YouTube videos, Sidewalks are for Everyone (SAFE), a public service video about sidewalk safety (800 views) and Insights 2009, an audiodescribed montage celebrating 20 years of Insights (600 views)

Blind and Low Vision Priorities

Two years ago, the LightHouse, in partnership with the Mayor’s Office on Disability (MOD), completed the Blind and Low Vision Priorities Project, which surveyed blind and visually impaired individuals on their priorities for improving and increasing access to public services. 

As of the end of 2009, the LightHouse has addressed a number of priorities identified in the BLVPP:

• Sidewalks are for Everyone (SAFE), a multiphase project addressing sidewalk obstructions, was completed in 2009. This included creating a PSA on sidewalk safety in English, Chinese and Spanish and presenting information about sidewalk safety to 275 police officers, members of neighborhood associations, local merchants and community members citywide.

• The LightHouse was instrumental in the installation of Accessible Pedestrian Signals in intersections throughout San Francisco and continues to be active in ensuring additional signals are installed at key locations.

• We consulted with the Department of Elections on creating accessible voting materials and serve as a resource for them on alternative formats. 

• We provided training for MUNI drivers on customer service and communication in serving passengers who are blind or visually impaired.

• We created a model for accessible art exhibitions through Insights, which offered a free-of-charge audio tour, provided alternative formats for all exhibition materials, including signage and the show’s catalogue, and created a tactile section of the exhibition for easier navigation of touchable work.

• One-third of the total alternative formats jobs in 2009 were in-house Braille, audio, large print and electronic formats production for the LightHouse: everything the LightHouse publishes and makes available to the public, is provided in alternative formats. In this way, we are able to model accessibility for other organizations.

In 2009, the LightHouse completed 451 “alternative formats” jobs, ranging from Braille production to web-site accessibility testing – checking a web-site for compliance with accessibility guidelines that make the information user-friendly for people with vision loss.

Focusing on Employment

Despite advances in technology, the unemployment rate for people who are blind or visually impaired hovers at 70 percent – an unthinkable statistic. A significant barrier to employment is the attitude of prospective employers who fear that accommodating a blind employee will be “impossible” or too cost-prohibitive to pursue. In fact, accommodations for employees who are blind or visually impaired can cost as little as $500 per employee; often employees with vision loss are able to procure equipment through state agencies, lessening the burden on employers. While we advocate for competitive employment for individuals with vision loss throughout the community, we also offer employment training and options at the LightHouse.

Transition-Age Youth Employment

In 2009, we provided paid trainee positions for 12 “transition-age” youth (ages 16 – 24), most of whom enjoyed their first work experience with us. Trainees held positions throughout the agency, including at Adaptations our retail store, in reception and in our fundraising department. In addition to learning hard skills through their employment, trainees are mentored by staff on issues such as resume writing, interview skills and effective workplace communication.

Youth Summit

The LightHouse also offers an annual youth employment summit at Enchanted Hills Camp where young people have the chance to socialize and enjoy a supervised weekend away from home while learning critical career-building skills in seminar, small-group and one-on-one settings.

Counselors at EHC

EHC also offers employment opportunities for blind and visually impaired youth, many of whom attended EHC as campers and “graduated” to become counselors-in-training (CITs) and, eventually, paid counselors. Employment at camp is ideal for young people interested in pursuing careers in recreation, social work or social services.

2009 camp sessions employed 7 blind or visually impaired counselors and CITs.

“Being surrounded by people who understand you inspires personal success.” –Marissa Fields, former EHC Counselor and current participant in Transition-Age Youth Employment Program

Agency-based Employment

The LightHouse employs individuals with vision loss at all levels of our organization, modeling for employers in the broader community the ease with which a person who is blind or visually impaired can not only be accommodated in the workplace but can also enhance the productivity, diversity and capacity of a company. When people think about “diversity” in the workplace, they often think of diversity with respect to race, ethnicity or gender. The LightHouse makes an additional component of diversity a priority by making the competitive employment of individuals with vision loss a reality. 

• 45% of the LightHouse staff are blind or visually impaired; 40% of our Board of Directors are blind or visually impaired. 

Collaborations

The LightHouse believes that we can achieve more working together than separately, and as such, we pride ourselves on our collaborative relationships. Working with partners like the following helps us move more effectively toward achieving our mission of promoting the self-reliance, independence and equality for individuals with vision loss across Northern California.

• In 2009, our San Rafael (Marin County) and Eureka (Humboldt and Del Norte County) offices moved to senior centers to more easily reach those who are most likely to need our services. Our staff work closely with the staff at the Whistlestop Senior Center in San Rafael and the Humboldt Senior Resource Center in Eureka, and are already seeing an increase in individuals served. 

• The economic downturn caused the LightHouse to merge our document scanning and Braille operations into our headquarters office, necessitating the reconfiguring of our space at this location. The room that was formerly known as our Elva Iacono Vergari Arts & Crafts Center is temporarily housing our Braille operation, challenging us to seek creative ways to continue our arts programming. The GoodShop, a consignment and tailor shop based in the nearby Mission district, clears space in its store one afternoon per week to house our art class. Working with the GoodShop has inspired art instructors to incorporate sewing and other forms of tactile art-making into our regular curriculum.

• In 2009, LightHouse orientation and mobility, public policy and alternative formats specialists met with officials at Alcatraz, part of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA), to provide information on how to make Alcatraz tours accessible and more navigable for individuals who are blind or visually impaired. GGNRA is committed to improving its accessibility and hopes to continue working with the LightHouse to make the results of the Alcatraz accessibility project a replicable model for the National Park Sevice.

• For several years, Apple has relied on the LightHouse for creating Braille documents about its products. Last year, Apple gave the LightHouse exclusive rights to distribute Braille VoiceOver and iPhone manuals through Adaptations on-line, our retail store that sells adaptive aids and appliances. This makes Adaptations a one-stop shop for information in alternative formats on the hottest Apple products.

Thank You October 1, 2008 through September 30, 2009
With your support, The LightHouse impacts the lives of nearly 3,000 blind and visually impaired individuals and their families each year with robust and innovative programs and services that promote independence. If you are interested in supporting us through monetary or in-kind donations, or by volunteering, call us at 415-431-1481 or visit our website at www.lighthouse-sf.org. 
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Demler

Frederick Rogers

San Francisco Ballet

San Francisco Symphony

Elizabeth and Martin

Sandoval

Schug Winery

Richard Schwalbe

Rachael Shryne

Edward Simon

Sir Francis Drake Hotel/

Drake Restaurants

Karen A. Smith

Chuck Somers

Faye Spaggiari

Louisa Spier

Jill and Tom Sprinkle

Starbucks Coffee

Starbucks Coffee

Nancy Steffen

supperclub

TCB Cafe Publishing

Thirsty Bear Brewing

Company

Diane Tibbetts

Valley Jewelers

Jeff and Elaine Van

Grinsven

Karen and Thomas Van

Tuyl

Nancy Vellis

T. Joan Venti

Volunteers of Vacaville

Andy Westfall

White Rabbit

Sylvia Williams

Christine Wisniewski

Wyeman Wong

Patricia Wood

World Cup Coffee House

COMMUNITY PARTNERS

American Foundation for

the Blind

Area #1 Agency on Aging

(Humboldt, Del Norte

Counties)

Association for Vision

Rehabilitation and

Employment, Inc.

Bay Area Outdoor

Recreation Program

(BORP)

Blind and Vision Impaired

of Marin

Blind Babies Foundation

California Agencies for

the Blind and Visually

Impaired (CABVI)

California Council of the

Blind

California Foundation

of Independent Living

Centers (CFILC)

California School for the

Blind

California State

Independent Living

Council

Center for Accessible

Technology

Center for the Partially

Sighted

Coalition of Agencies

Serving the Elderly

(CASE)

Community Alliance of

Disability Advocates

(CADA)

Community Health

Alliance

Curry Senior Center

Linda Dardarian -

Goldstein, Demchak,

Baller, Borgen &

Dardarian

Deaf Counseling,

Advocacy and Referral

Agency

Disability Rights Education

and Defense Fund

Earle Baum Center of the

Blind

Lainey Feingold - Law

Office of Lainey Feingold

Fortuna Adult Day Health

Center

The Good Shop

Guide Dogs for the Blind,

Inc

Hatlen Center for the

Blind

Humboldt County

Department of Health

and Human Services –

Adult Protective Services

Branch

Humboldt Diabetes

Project

Humboldt Senior

Resource Center

Independent Living

Resource Center San

Francisco

Institute on Aging, San

Francisco

Junior Blind of America

KNBR

Lions Blind Center

Long Term Care

Coordinating Council

Lowell High School

Mayor’s Office on

Disability, San Francisco

MUNI Accessibility

Services

National Association for

the Employment of

People Who Are Blind

(NAEPB)

National Federation of the

Blind of California

National Industries for the

Blind (NIB)

NISH

Northern California

Transition Council

Northwest Committee

for the Employment of

People with Disabilities

On-Lok

Orientation Center for the

Blind

Project Open Hand

Redwoods Veterans

Center

San Francisco Arts

Commission Gallery

San Francisco Community

College

San Francisco

Department of Elections

San Francisco Elks Lodge

#3

San Francisco Library for

the Blind

San Francisco Partnership

for Community-Based

Care & Support

San Francisco Recreation

& Parks Department,

Project Insight

San Francisco Unified

School District

Senior Action Network

Sensory Access

Foundation

Smith-Kettlewell Eye

Research Institute, San

Francisco

Society for the Blind in

Sacramento

University of California,

School of Optometry,

Low Vision Clinic

Veteran’s Administration,

Visual Impairment

Services Team

Vista Center for the Blind

and Visually Impaired

Westridge Builders

Whistlestop Senior Center

PUBLIC FUNDERS

California State

Department of

Rehabilitation

Department of Aging and

Adult Services

Department of Children,

Youth and Their Families

Department of Health and

Human Services, Marin

County

Department of Public

Health

San Francisco Mayor’s

Office of Community

Investment

LIGHTHOUSE BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Gil Johnson – President

Retired, American Foundation for the Blind

Todd Stevenot – Vice President

Finance Officer, Barclays Global Investors

Arthur Beato - Vice President

Retired, Financial Consultant

Harry Mar - Vice President

Contracts Analyst, SF Department of Public Health

Carl Janson - Treasurer

Retired, Venture Builders

Jordana Welles – Secretary

Partner, Fagan-Welles Advertising

Brad Bertetta

President, Bertetta Tank Lines

David Chan

IT Specialist, Wells Fargo Bank

Joseph Chan

Finance Director, Association of Bay Area Governments

Margie Donovan

Retired, San Francisco VA

Julie Down

Real Estate Broker

Rebecca Handler

Major Gifts Officer, Wikimedia

Dana Hooper

Executive Director, Life Services Alternatives

Kathleen Knox

Writer, Editor

Joshua A. Miele, Ph.D.

Associate Scientist, Smith-Kettlewell Eye nstitute

Leslie Murphy

Vice President, Wells Fargo Bank

Gary Schnitzer

Executive Vice President, Schnitzer Steel

Keith Williams

IT Consultant

LightHouse Honorary Board

Theodore F. Bayer

Past President, LightHouse Board of Directors

Douglas Bergman

Past Treasurer, LightHouse Board of Directors

Jon Carroll

Columnist, San Francisco Chronicle

John P. Coghlan

Past President, LightHouse Board of Directors

Mike Cole

Past President, LightHouse Board of Directors

Winifred Downing

Past Secretary, LightHouse Board of Directors

Nancy R. Foss

Past President, LightHouse Board of Directors

William Gerard

Past President, Lighthouse Board of Directors

Daniel F. Goodman, M. D.

Ophthalmologist

Barbara J. Lassen

Past President, LightHouse Board of Directors

John Maxson

Past Member, LightHouse Board of Directors

Mike May

President, Sendero Group, Ltd.

Honorable Gavin Newsom

Mayor, City and County of San Francisco

Stephen Max Perr

Past Vice President, LightHouse Board of Directors

Catherine Skivers

Past President, California Council of the Blind

Ed Zaik

Past President, LightHouse Board of Directors

Insights 2009 Honorary Committee

The Honorable Supervisor Michela Alioto-Pier

The Honorable Supervisor John Avalos

Renee Baldocchi

Dennis Bartels, Ph.D

Dmitri Belser

Neal Benezra

Tish and James Brown

John E. Buchanan, Jr.

The Honorable Supervisor Carmen Chu

John Killacky

Georgina Kleege

Assemblyman Mark Leno

Michael F. Marmor, M.D.

The Honorable Supervisor Ross Mirkarimi

Susan Mizner

The Honorable Gavin Newsom

Olivia Raynor, Ph.D

Cover photo and PHOTOS ON PAGES 3, 5, 9, 11 BY John C. Liau, 
jcphotos.carbonmade.com

Photos on pages 2, 6 by Nano Visser

Photos on pages 4, 10, 13, 15 by Kari Orvik

Photos on pages 7,12 by Bryan Morrison

LightHouse for the Blind and Visually Impaired

Adaptations, the LightHouse Store

214 Van Ness Avenue

San Francisco, CA 94102

Phone 415-431-1481

TTY 415-431-4572

FAX 415-863-7568

www.lighthouse-sf.org

LightHouse of Marin

(Whistlestop Senior Center)

930 Tamalpais Avenue

San Rafael, CA 94901

Phone 415-258-8496

TTY 415-431-4572

FAX 415-258-8501

LightHouse of the North Coast

(Humboldt Senior Resource Center)

1910 California Street, Third Floor

Eureka, CA 95501

Phone 707-268-5646

TTY 707-268-5655

FAX 707-268-5647

Enchanted Hills Camp

3410 Mt. Veeder Road

Napa, CA 94558

Phone 707-224-4023

FAX 707-224-5435

LightHouse Industries

2207 Poplar Street

Oakland, CA 94607

Phone 510-444-6422

FAX 510-444-6425

Vision Loss Resource Center (VLRC): 888-400-8933

Adaptations Order Line: Phone 888-400-8933
