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Mission Statement

The mission of Overbrook School for the Blind is to develop and deliver education that enhances the options available for persons with visual impairments and other challenges so that they have the greatest opportunity to experience active and fulfilling lives.

Vision Statement
The vision of Overbrook School for the Blind is to be a dynamic and responsive educational organization, providing leadership as a local, national, and international resource, inspiring individuals with visual impairments and other challenges to achieve their highest potential.
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A World of Opportunity
Editor’s Note: OSB’s vision and mission statements, our traditions and seriousness of purpose, and our day-to-day activities collectively create an on campus world of opportunity and possibility. This world prepares and assists students, families, and staff to engage successfully with the larger world that is part of all of our lives. What follows are glimpses of some OSB activities from the past few months that are representative of what we do and who we are as a community.
Students and staff from the five on campus education programs—Early Childhood, Elementary, Middle School, High School, and School to Work—celebrated the individual accomplishments of all the students at the annual Interim Awards celebration in February.

The hour long celebration featured group and individual musical and recitation pieces by the joyful student performers (each program was represented on stage) for a large audience of families, friends, fellow students, and staff. The audience joined in the Pledge of Allegiance as well as the group singing of “America” and “Overbrook, Dear Overbrook.”

Our first place EAAB winning cheerleaders performed to wild and proud applause just a few days after their triumph at the EAAB Winter Tournament at the New York Institute for Special Education, where our Huskies’ wrestlers fought hard and won a well deserved second place.

The cheerleaders additionally competed in January at Villanova University where they placed first in their division.

The Interim Awards themselves, not unlike the presentation of some of the Academy Awards, were presented within the comfortable confines of each classroom. Students were recognized for academic excellence as well as academic improvement, small victories as well as major accomplishments, and the overall and demonstrative will to succeed. Braille and mainstream technological literacy were honored as well as the ability to communicate with switches and the mastery of adaptive technology at all levels. The high value that OSB places on academics, individual progress, and independent travel was emphasized throughout.

This past fall, for the first time, we hosted the Eastern Athletic Association for the Blind Annual Swim Tournament in the Kappen Aquatic Center. OSB came in second in the overall ranking of this prestigious competition. A job well done, but the greater accomplishment, fostered by coaches and the school spirit, was everyone’s striving to do his or her individual best while also supporting each other. In that spirit, the OSB girls won the coveted Terry Warner sportsmanship award.

OSB also engages with the larger world through the spiritual and financial generosity of students, family, and staff. During the holiday season, among other charitable endeavors, the school got together, following the leadership of the Elementary Program, to participate in the Marines’ annual Toys for Tots Program. The campus response was so enthusiastic that toys had to be removed daily from the containers placed around the school to make room for the next day’s haul.

In January we joined the worldwide response to the crisis in Haiti by raising money for the American Red Cross International Relief Fund. “Hats for Haiti,” the Student Council-sponsored initiative, granted permission for students to wear their hats throughout the day, even in their classrooms, for a two-dollar donation. Everyone, of course, was welcome to participate with faculty and other staff sometimes outdoing the students in sartorial inventiveness and good natured outrageousness. All for a good cause.

Preparing our students to transition into the adult world is at the center of all that we do. History and science, math, literature, technology, and the many facets of literacy all come into play. And, often as not, the learning is as much fun as playing.

When a World History Class recently buried Phineas the Mummy, it was the culmination of a four-week project that incorporated elements of biology (Phineas was a mummified roasting chicken) and an appreciation of ancient Egyptian culture, with the students reading from prepared scripts and acting out the burial rites.

Another High School class performed and narrated a play—The Big Pumpkin—for Early Childhood students. The youngsters had the fun of being audience participants and the presenters honed their acting, public speaking, reading, and design talents. (They made the costumes and posters.)

Literacy and communication in all forms—whether braille, sign language, computer access and competence, traditional print reading, or switch technology—are essential to the education of all students.

The “Books to Know, Books to Grow” collaboration between OSB’s Early Childhood Program and the Please Touch Museum is one of the many literacy vehicles recently employed here. Over a period of six weeks for one hour a week, the children had fun playing with interactive games and books, all of which was seriously presented in a relaxed and fun filled atmosphere.

The Music Department’s annual December concert was—as always—a highlight of the school year.

Following the theme of “A Holiday to Remember,” the evening began with the narrator’s joyfully inclusive welcome: “‘Tis the season we revel in the amazing variety of customs and traditions . . . Whether you celebrate Christmas, Hanukkah, Las Posadas, Kwanzaa, Ramadan, or all of the above, come along with us.” 

Because this is Overbrook, the narrator’s inclusiveness extended to student performers. Any student who wanted to participate in the concert was given the opportunity and we all benefited from the experience. Some students found they could accomplish much more than they imagined, others expanded remarkable musical talents, and from their smiles and postures, everyone on stage enjoyed the experience. The audience—smiling, laughing, clapping, and occasionally shedding tender tears of pleasure—had a matching joyous experience.

Piano and vocal solos and performances by the Bell Choir, Mixed Ensemble, and Choir ranged from the traditional “Rock of Ages” and “Silent Night” to the Broadway show tune “Gonna Build a Mountain” to the student-created “Golden Menorah” (music and words by Maurice Weeks and Donal Buie, sung by Kassandra Hernandez).

Through the newly launched Farm to Table Program, students are learning to plant and nurture the vegetables that they will eventually harvest. Partnering with Master Gardeners and a Master Gardener Trainee from Penn State College of Agricultural Sciences Cooperative Extension, Cathy Dorazio, OSB’s Nutrition Consultant, hosted the first workshop where students tasted winter vegetables, discussed nutrition, and did their first plantings. The environmentally friendly Farm to Table Program promotes sustainability and supports OSB’s commitment to campus wide wellness.

Teachers and teacher aides are encouraged to continue their own education, to develop and maintain professional relationships with their peers in other schools, other states, and other countries, and to comply with state educational requirements. OSB administration facilitates all of this with a tuition reimbursement program, semi-annual on campus professional development days, and honorariums for those teachers who make the extra effort after a full day’s work to attain Vision Certification.

“The respect and encouragement means even more than the monetary extras,” a teacher said at the luncheon for Vision Certified teachers in the Director’s house. “Mr. Kitzhoffer treats us in the way we’re expected to treat the students and we all benefit. OSB really is a world of opportunity for all of us.”

Pictures: Four pictures of students and staff on the stage in the auditorium, with the caption: Scenes from Interim Awards Celebration: 1) two young children, one smiling and the other hunching her shoulders in a playful manner; 2-3) students in wheel chairs with their teachers, who are clapping, waving, and interacting with the students; 4) an older student waving.

Two pictures with caption: The Big Pumpkin: 1) female student emoting, and 2) male student narrating.
Two pictures with caption: Scenes from a Holiday to Remember: 1) two student performers, smiling, one in a wheelchair and the other standing behind her; 2) seven students singing with a microphone in foreground.

One picture of group sitting around a table with caption: Mr. Kitzhoffer with Early Intervention Outreach teachers at the Vision Certification Luncheon.
Middle School Teacher Aides First to be Certified
Middle School is the first OSB program where all of the Teacher Aides have been recognized by the Pennsylvania Department of Education, Bureau of Special Education, as Special Education Paraprofessionals. This certification attests to the Teacher Aides competence and mastery of the skills and knowledge necessary to their work. Starting July 1st this is a state requirement for all Special Education Paraprofessionals.

Picture (front row, left to right): Immaculata Griffin, Susan Eaddy, , Shannon Reilly, Juanita Bowie, Betty Blickley, and Marie Seawright; (second row) Middle School Coordinator Lauri Leonard, Regina Davis, Clarice West, Donna Clayburne, and Diane Carson; (last row) Lee Stough.

Director’s Message
This winter’s record breaking snow storms descended upon Philadelphia in all of their inconvenient beauty. Thanks to the fine work of our maintenance, security, housekeeping, and food service staffs, as well as the teachers and teacher aides who volunteered for extra duty, and administrative employees who kept the buildings open, we have been weathering the storms. Now, we look forward to all that lies before us.

In June, we will graduate the largest group of students in recent memory. It is a proud moment when young men and women—who came here so very young, others who were older and in need of specialized services, still others who sought a kind of sanctuary from difficult circumstances—are poised to occupy new places in the world. Our pride in them continues and grows when they return as alumni doing volunteer work, providing professional services, serving as Board members, or supporting their alma mater as Friends of Overbrook.                                                                                                                           

We are looking forward to the April concert, which promises an unprecedented student involvement in the planning of the program. Happily, the more that students are involved in OSB’s theatrical productions, the more engaged they become, and the more they accomplish.

The White Hall transition program is a fine example of engagement and accomplishment. Initially, White Hall was a beautifully restored building; then, last school year, it became a pilot project with two students; and now it is a well run and successful program that is providing a place, a plan, and a curriculum for nine older students as they hone their independent living skills and prepare to transition to new adventures and accomplishments.

Education staff continue to accomplish many wonderful things in and out of the classrooms, all of it in furtherance of the students’ education. Teacher Aides have demonstrated their engagement with the students, the school, and their own careers by rising to the challenge of becoming, according to state requirements, certified Paraprofessionals.

Teachers continue to utilize inventive and engaging educational strategies, while adhering to state standards, working within the parameters of the relevant curriculums, and honing their professional skills through on campus professional development and off campus programs for Vision Certification and advanced degrees.

Summer camps this year will be larger and more inclusive than ever. We were ahead of the curve when we started Early Childhood’s Camp Kandu and when we added the Elementary Program’s Extended School Year (ESY). Now, extending our students’ education into the summer months will be a campus wide service.

In a world where recessions, wars, terrorism, layoffs, and storms often lead the nightly news broadcasts, we are so pleased and grateful to be able to continue to provide the education and services that we are known for with the same fine faculty and support staff for which we are also known.

Conversations With . . .
Juanita Bowie
The first OSB Teacher Aide to be certified as a Paraeducator by the Pennsylvania Department of Education, Bureau of Special Education, Juanita Bowie was ahead of the curve.

Asked how she earned certification, Ms. Bowie talks about taking many classes and attending many conferences over the years, having lots of hands-on experience, and demonstrating her abilities and competencies to Lauri Leonard, the OSB Middle School Coordinator. In short, through hard work, professionalism, and an eagerness to do her best for the students, her preparation began long before the state announced that Special Education Paraprofessionals (including Teacher Aides) would have to document their “competency and mastery of required skills and knowledge” by July 1, 2010. 

When she started at OSB (16 years ago), Ms. Bowie confides that she was a bit nervous. What would the work, the students, the staff be like? Now, she’s knowledgeable about the students and their families, our school’s vision and mission statements (the ideal), the work that is done here (the reality), and the staff.

Asked about all of this, Ms. Bowie smiles, takes a deep breath and before answering says, “You want to talk about everything?”

“Well, yes, at least in broad outline,” the interviewer responds.

And Ms. Bowie, still smiling, takes another  deep breath and continues:

“It’s all about the students. What are their individual needs? Their strengths? How do we help them get a good start in life? So, you see we really do live up to what we say we do, what we say we want to do (the ideal). Always about the students (the reality).”

Continuing, she says, “How do we, the staff, help each other, support each other in our work? I probably can’t explain it, but we do. Respect, caring, looking out for the students, looking out for each other, helping each other to grow professionally.”

At this point, she begins to name the many people she likes and respects—education staff, administrators, support personnel. But the list becomes too long and finally and fondly Ms. Bowie remembers how 16 years ago, there were two particularly helpful and caring colleagues, mentors really, who by word and deed taught her so much—Wen Ru Niu and Donna DeShazo, both of whom continue as OSB staff members.

“I try to do the same for other new people,” Ms. Bowie says. “They’re worth it and the children deserve it.”

Dael Cohen
OSB colleagues seem to be in unanimous agreement that Dael Cohen is a woman of many parts: professional, warm and caring, analytic, questioning, humorous, realistic.

While talking with her the interviewer wonders if these same colleagues would be surprised by the variety of life experiences that have presumably helped to make her who she is, led to her being OSB’s extremely effective Transition Services Coordinator. Among her experiences before coming to Overbrook in 1990, Ms. Cohen was a special education teacher in the United States and a typist in Amsterdam. She worked for the federal census bureau and at a winery in San Francisco. She was a mental health researcher.

Ms. Cohen is certified in Elementary Education and Special Education. She has a B.S. in Human Development from Peabody College (now part of Vanderbilt University in Nashville), an M.Ph. from Temple, and an M.S. in Rehabilitation Counseling from Virginia Commonwealth University.

Successful in many ways and in many locations, she seems uniquely qualified for her work at OSB. “All of us are always in transition,” she says, “changing, growing, becoming. For young people, the process is even more intense, more important to who they are and who they become.”

As Transition Services Coordinator, she is responsible for working with OSB students who are 14 through 21 years of age, with a main focus on the students who are 18 through 21.

Ms. Cohen emphasizes that transition is an action, not just a mindset. It isn’t thinking about change, it’s making it happen.

But who makes it happen? “The students and families, of course,” she says. “It’s Overbrook’s job to support, to help, and to facilitate them to reach their goals. The most satisfying part of my job is when a student says ‘I did it.’”

Although a self-described realist, Ms. Cohen is no less excited about the success and the long range potential for the students who occupy the White Hall transition apartments, where they cook and clean and take maximum responsibility for the decisions they make and the actions that they take.

After many years, including the time spent renovating the building, two students moved into White Hall last school year as part of the Pilot Project. Building upon the project’s success, there are now nine students living semi-independently under the limited supervision of OSB staff, following the Independent Living Curriculum, Expanded Core Curriculum, and the Pennsylvania State Standards.

“This is not just an experience for the students, it’s a serious preparation for the next steps in their lives. We provide them,” she says, “with the space and the opportunity to make mistakes. White Hall really is the epitome of the opportunity for the students to practice problem solving.”

Ms. Cohen emphasizes that transition in general and the White Hall experience in particular require a great deal of support from education, therapy, and administrative staff. “So many people worked so hard to get this started,” she emphasizes, “and they continue to support the concept as well as the day-to-day reality. And this year we have been particularly lucky to hire Stephanie Hays as the Independent Living / Transition Teacher for White Hall.”

Stephanie Hays
One of OSB’s newer staff members, Stephanie Hays fits in so well professionally and personally that it would be easy to think she were here for much longer. Colleagues say about her that she is energetic, creative, warm, caring, enthusiastic, and a team player. About herself she says, “I’m so excited, so glad to be a part of OSB, to be part of the transition team. Great things are happening at Overbrook. Staff stay for a long time and it’s easy to see why. They / we love the students, the school, and the work.”

As the White Hall Independent Living Instructor, working with Dael Cohen, Ms. Hays is a Transition Teacher with an Associate degree from Bucks County Community College and a Bachelor degree from West Chester University with dual certification in Elementary and Special Education.

Her work, as she describes it, is to have a hands-on, flexible, personal, and interactive relationship with the students who, during the week, are living in the transition apartments. She facilitates group meetings, advises individual students, works with them in their role as roommates, encourages them in their individual food shopping, checks their apartment cleaning activities, and encourages each of them to have an “individual level of independence.” She is the adult presence on the premises Monday through Thursday until 9:00 p.m. and Friday until after the students leave for the weekend.

Asked about the students’ engagement with each other and the transition process, she happily and with a big smile refers to the argument between two roommates about who would do the cleaning. They both wanted to do it and eventually came to the conclusion that they could do it together.

Asked about her thoughts for the future, she says: “I feel honored to be here, and have a great working relationship with Dael [Cohen]. The responsibility of setting up formats for this new venture is an awesome opportunity, and I look forward to returning to school for Vision Certification. This is where I am and where I want to be for a long time to come.”

About the Board of Managers
The OSB Board of Managers welcomes John P. Dougherty, who is the newly appointed Parent Representative, and thanks Andrea Johnson, former Parent Representative, for all her work in that position. Ms. Johnson remains a Board Member.

Thanks also to M. Christine Murphy who left the Board last year. We are grateful for her many contributions.

Congratulations to Sidney Buck who is now a Vice President.

We also thank and welcome long time Board member Carolyn Friedman who recently accepted the position of President.

Special thanks to Bob D’Anjolell who did so much as President before stepping down and becoming a Vice President.

(Look for more information about OSB Board Members in future editions of Towers newsletter in the Conversations column.)
Golf Tournament
On April 30th, Overbrook School for the Blind and P.E.R.C. (Overbrook’s parent group) will hold their first annual outing at Westover Country Club to benefit Overbrook’s students and the men and women of the Overbrook Friedlander Programs. By partnering for this outing, we hope to maximize resources to ensure financial success and great fun for everyone who joins us.

Overbrook employee Scott Bostick, who has raised thousands of dollars chairing other tournaments over the years, is the chairperson for this new tournament. It all begins with a shotgun start at 9:00 a.m. followed by a dinner banquet and silent auction at Westover. The cost per golfer is $125. Sponsorship opportunities are also available.

Since P.E.R.C. is partnering with Overbrook for this first annual tournament, they will not host the usual July tournament at the Torresdale-Frankford Country Club. Golfers, friends, and supporters who enjoyed gathering at Torresdale-Frankford are encouraged to play in the new Westover tournament this April.

For additional information, please contact Kathe Archibald in the OSB Development Office at 215-877-0313, ext. 264.
	2010 Calendar
	REVISED
	Please note: Due to the unprecedented number of snow days this school year, the school calendar has been tentatively revised. This calendar is correct as of press time, but additional snow falls could require additional changes. Please track the calendar on the school web site www.obs.org 

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	March
	 
	 

	
	
	

	
	
	

	26
	 Friday
	 Spring Vacation begins at end of school day.

	April 
	 
	 

	5
	 Monday
	 All students return. Classes resume at 9:00 a.m.

	9
	 Friday
	 End of Third Quarter Grading Period

	May
	 
	 

	20
	 Thursday
	 Spring Concert 8:00 p.m. Public Invited.

	28
	 Friday
	 Achievement Day. 9:00 a.m.

	31
	 Monday
	 Memorial Day. School Closed.

	June
	 
	 

	1
	 Tuesday
	 All students return. Classes resume at 8:15 a.m.

	7
	 Monday
	 Fun Day for all educational programs

	9
	 Wednesday
	 Commencement Ceremonies 9:30 a.m. Auditorium 

	11
	 Friday
	 Early Childhood Summer Celebration 

	23
	 Wednesday
	 Last Day for Students and Education Staff

	
	
	

	18-20
	 Weekend
	 Alumni Weekend

	23-25
	 3 Day
	 Early Intervention Summer Workshop

	June 28 - August 5
	 
	Camp KanDu - Early Childhood Summer Camp
Mondays - Thursdays, 9:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m.

	June 29 - August 5
	 
	Extended School Year Program, Tuesdays - Thursdays, 9:00 a.m.-2:00 p.m.

	July 
	5
	 Independence Day Observed - School Closed
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